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The California-Nevada Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church 
exhibits a faster rate of decline than the already declining Protestant church in the United 
States. American consumerism and the professionalization of the church reveal a broken 
ecclesiology and missiology. Yet immigrant congregations display a set of apostolic 
practices that often correspond with growth and multiplication and an effective Wesleyan 
missional ecclesiology. Using Positive Deviance Theory, this thesis builds a robust 18-
month process of generous impartation and contextual adoption between Fijian 
congregations, representing one particular immigrant group, and another partner 
congregation. The congregations will share their unique apostolic practices in intentional 
gatherings over time, shaped by intercultural theology and a vibrant Wesleyan missiology 
and enacted in incarnational relationships. The projected result is contextualized apostolic 
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Crossing boundaries of culture was ordinary for me as a child. As a Caucasian, 
adopted, only-child growing up in Orange County, California, one may be suspect of my 
cross-cultural experiences. My family lived on a street with 13 children, 10 of whom 
were adopted. As adopted children we knew something of displacement, abandonment, 
and belonging. As early as the age of 8, I worked with my father in South Los Angeles as 
he “flipped” foreclosure homes with his Mexican business partner. I have vivid memories 
of African Americans, Hispanics, Asian, and Pacific Islander immigrants in all of those 
neighborhoods from Los Angles to South Gate to Compton; these were people who 
experienced their own displacement, abandonment, and belonging.1 For weeks each 
summer, I had experiences that few children get to have as I played with neighborhood 
children, worked with my father, and learned a little Spanish from his business partner. It 
was here that the first seeds of attempting to cross cultures were planted. While I did not 
become a follower of Jesus until years later, these experiences as a young person changed 
how I engaged with people across culture. 
My first appointment as a Senior Pastor came when I was 31 years old. The 
Bishop asked me to serve a congregation in Thousand Oaks, California. It was a 
congregation of 500 members who shared their parking lot with a conservative Jewish 
Synagogue. We deepened our relationship with the synagogue through informal 
gatherings and joint holiday celebrations. The church also had a relationship with an 
 
1 See theological reflections on such experiences in: Bo H. Lim, “Exile and Migration: Toward a Biblical 




African American congregation in Pacoima, California. The two churches shared in 
informal gatherings and celebrations. After a few years of service there, the Thousand 
Oaks church grew significantly in size and began looking outward for deeper partnerships 
with the synagogue and the church in Pacoima. The church eventually launched a Korean 
congregation while also launching a new worship service on its own. The balance of the 
“drawing and sending” in the Thousand Oaks congregation was intoxicating and a joy to 
witness.2 I began to reflect earnestly on a methodology of shared practices across cultures 
and religion at this time. We needed capacity to share the best practices among Jewish, 
white Christian, African American, and Korean cultures. 
I later served a church in South Orange County, California and was able to deepen 
some of the same skills and questions about sharing practices across culture. The 
congregation there had a yearly gathering with a Jewish congregation. The Rabbi and I 
began meeting for coffee monthly and developed a deep friendship that abides to this 
day. In the years following September 11, 2001, we both saw the need to share our 
experiences and cultures in new ways. We invited the local Imam to join our small 
fellowship. Our three congregations gave birth to three years of a shared trialogue in 
which 50 persons from each of our congregations journeyed for an entire year together. 
We shared meals, workshops, small groups, and much more. At the same time our church 
started a partnership with an urban congregation in Long Beach where we worked side-
by-side with them to create job training, job interview skills, joint worship, and 
 
2 See the essential nature of Newbigin’s missiology in: Darren Sarisky, “The Meaning of the Missio Dei: 
Reflections on Leslie Newbigin’s Proposal That Mission Is of the Essence of the Church,” Missiology: An 




collaborative relationships together. Our congregation developed personal relationships 
through “being with” each of the communities named here. We discovered the power of 
shared connections and incarnational relationships.3 
By the time I arrived at the 2,500 member First UMC of San Diego, I had been 
taught that relationships, shared practices, and cross-cultural ministry were a pathway to 
focus a congregation outward. The San Diego congregation was dominantly Caucasian 
with many staff and a variety of funded resources. The congregation existed on its own 
capacities and perceived little need for outside connections. First UMC of San Diego was 
a church to “attend” but it was not as much a church that “sent” people. We eventually 
developed a relationship with the only African American UMC in San Diego. I was 
aware that there was fertile ground together when I visited the African American church 
as the Presiding Elder for their annual Church Conference. They shared with me that the 
pastor of the First UMC of San Diego had never set foot on their property before. I 
grieved.  
A gifted group of laypersons in both the African American UMC and First UMC 
structured informal gatherings that fostered deeper relationships between the two 
churches. Yet, there were no resources to guide two congregations along this journey. We 
were learning as we advanced from one event to another. We recognized that the amazing 
potential for churches realize the missio Dei must happen in relationships between 
 
3 Reference the developmental and theological experience of “being with” in: Samuel Wells, A Nazareth 




communities. These relationships give birth to apostolic practices that could help 
congregations turn outward while nurturing their inner life. 
Returning to the three congregations I pastored, the people planted new 
congregations and ministries in each one.  The Thousand Oaks church launched a Korean 
congregation and a new worshipping community. The Orange County church launched a 
new worshipping community and became a multi-site church. First UMC San Diego 
planted a new campus in a nearby community. Each of these churches adopted apostolic 
behaviors and a missional ecclesiology. The evidence seemed clear to me.  
The churches shared some common practices. Lay people led these new 
movements. Each congregation had a champion lay person whom God had called to 
inspire these dynamic movements. The three churches also deepened their commitment to 
discipleship and small-group spiritual growth during those years. Their practices of cross-
cultural engagement spurred dynamic spiritual growth and intimate community. The 
practices of outward “sending” and inward “drawing” lived in a beautiful synergy with 
each other. 
I observed that much of this growth happened by accident or surprise! The need to 
analyze this phenomenon and develop a grounded process to cultivate these outcomes 
over time emerged as I sought to grow in my ministry. As I now serve as a 
congregational developer, charged with church planting and vitality for an entire annual 
conference, the need is even stronger to reflect on and share apostolic practices that 




This thesis is a response to that need. I will develop and offer a relational path 
toward vitality and growth rather than a strictly programmatic one. My experiences 
inform my belief that workshops and seminars only assist congregational leaders to a 
certain point. Through relationships of mutuality across cultures, a church can find its 
most sustainable pathway toward vitality. When churches seek out “the other,” they find 
their mission once more and the synergy of drawing people and sending people takes on 
new life.4 Along the way, they discover the imago Dei in their new found companions as 
they recognize the reign of God in their midst. This relational pathway of intercultural 
exchange offers the opportunity to dismantle long-standing systems of white supremacy 
expressed in racism through the life of the church. 
Chapter one outlines the evidence that vitality and growth are becoming less 
evident in mainline and in evangelical/fundamentalist churches. Congregations often 
experience decline through a loss of the behaviors that once sustained them. I describe 
these behaviors as apostolic practices. In the United States, these practices are often 
absent or diminished in churches. However, in immigrant communities many of these 
practices are alive and functioning as growth enablers that outpace the rate of migration. 
Chapter 1 explores how these apostolic practices often disappear from churches and 
explores a variety of secondary causes. I argue that the primary reasons for this decline 
are cultural consumerism and the professionalization of the church, giving particular 
attention to the context of the California-Nevada Annual Conference of the United 
 
4 See the development indicators of relational spirituality in: Stephen J. Sandage, Mary L. Jensen, and 
Daniel Jass, “Relational Spirituality and Transformation: Risking Intimacy and Alterity,” Journal of 




Methodist Church (CNUMC.) The inculcating power of consumer culture has rendered 
most forms of a Wesleyan missional ecclesiology inert, resulting in a sharp decline in 
congregations. 
Chapter 2 explores a healthy and normative ideal where apostolic practices can 
flourish. By engaging laity more fully in the missio Dei, a new form of Wesleyan 
missional ecclesiology can emerge. This new model of Wesleyanism focuses on 
reclaiming elements of the historic class meeting and covenant discipleship. The 
relational setting of the small group offer opportunities and cultivate lay capacities and 
agency to lead the church. I offer here a new method of developing leaders through a 
grounded process of spiritual formation and discipleship. I argue that six apostolic 
practices emerge by engaging the laity more fully in the missio Dei and establishing a 
new form of Wesleyan missional ecclesiology: 
1. Spiritually grounded leadership 
2. Clergy who empower the laity 
3. Laity who accept their empowerment 
4. Creation of small organic communities 
5. Democratize leadership everywhere 
6. Celebration of the development and growth of others 
 
In Chapter 2, I seek to define these apostolic practices in part by identifying groups 
that exhibit them. Within the boundaries of the California-Nevada Annual Conference, 
the practices I have named thus far are exhibited by several groups including most Fijian 
communities. The purpose of this chapter is to explore apostolic practices and seek ways 
by which congregations can share their practices with one another. By utilizing Positive 




two groups or communities of people to share practices that create health and vitality.5 
Positive Deviance Theory is a form of peer-based learning. Peer-based learning, in this 
case, necessitates crossing the cultural boundary between two cultures. The bridge 
requires a process of mutuality, intercultural competency, and a commitment to 
incarnational relationships. This thesis will focus on the exchange between a Fijian 
congregation and a predominantly Caucasian congregation since each possess practices 
that will be mutually beneficial to one another. Many Fijian congregations in the 
California-Nevada Conference of the United Methodist Church share their facility with 
white congregations. This thesis develops a pilot model for a Fijian and Caucasian 
congregation that share a facility as a single-chartered church but separately conduct each 
language ministry.  
Chapter 3 focuses first on methods for engaging across cultures. By using 
intercultural theology exposited by Henning Wrogemann, I develop a theological 
scaffolding of mutuality and contextualization.6 Intercultural theology inspires and 
undergirds actions that confront systems of power and privilege between groups by 
creating safe space to share practices along with cultural moirés. This “generous 
impartation” and “contextual adoption” form the basis of sharing practices across 
cultures. Intercultural competency also plays a key role in assisting two cultural groups to 
 
5 Richard T Pascale, The Power of Positive Deviance: How Unlikely Innovators Solve the World’s 
Toughest Problems (Boston: Harvard Business Press, 2010). 
6 Henning Wrogemann, Intercultural Theology, trans. Karl Edwin Bohmer, English edition (Downers 




develop guidelines on their interactions so that safety and mutuality are maintained.7 
Finally, the practice of simple relationships between Fijians and other cultural groups 
form the foundation of this project upon which practices are shared. Samuel Wells offers 
a brilliant example of these “agenda-free” relationships in The Nazareth Manifesto as he 
describes these relationships as a form of “being with” one another.8 
The foundational elements of “generous impartation” and “contextual adoption” 
form a framework for an 18-month process of congregational relationship building 
through structured engagements. Fijian leaders and the leaders of another congregation 
are partnered in a covenant of generous impartation and contextual adoption. Each 
congregation will have cultivated their own set of apostolic practices that lead toward 
fruitful and vital ministry. The intended relationship between the two congregations is 
one of mutuality and love in which each gains from the other. The process helps the 
whole church move from being multi-cultural toward becoming inter-cultural with 
opportunities for relationship building where best practices and culture are exchanged.  
This thesis is an attempt to bring all the lovely and beautiful surprises of 
intercultural engagement into something that congregations can intentionally share. An 
experience of inter-cultural relationships will make a profound impact on how the church 
can live into a new form of missional ecclesiology. The need is readily apparent for this 
new form of intercultural engagement. Not only is the church in the United States facing 
 
7 Holly G. Miller, “Intercultural Competence: Not Just for Missionaries Anymore,” In Trust, Summer 2013, 
http://www.intrust.org/Magazine/Issues/Summer-2013/Intercultural-competence-Not-just-for-missionaries-
anymore. 




rapid decline, but now must face its deepest of sins: white supremacy. True intercultural 
engagement will benefit a church that confronts its sin of racism while finding its hope in 
the global community among us. This thesis invites a relational methodology for 
confronting these sins of white supremacy and racism. The identification of Fijians as a 
potential partner for this work is, in fact, an invitation for a non-dominant culture to be 
invited and welcomed into a place of leadership and influence in a church systemically 
broken through racism. At question is whether the broader church will sit at the feet of 
immigrants, such as Fijians, and reclaim a set of apostolic practices.9 
  
 





Chapter 1 - Facing the Decline of the Mainline Church 
 
The decline facing the congregations of the California-Nevada Annual 
Conference of the United Methodist Church (CNUMC) is part of the larger trend of 
decline across American Protestantism. This chapter will explore some of the secondary 
factors associated with the decline before describing two more central factors:  a) cultural 
consumerism’s influence on congregations and b) the professionalization of 
discipleship/leadership across local churches. 
 
Trends of Decline Across Organized Religion 
 For too many local congregations across the United States, the days of full 
sanctuaries and profound cultural capital are a fading memory. According to Graham 
Reside, this apex “might effectively be identified as October 12, 1958 when a crowd of 
30,000 people gathered at 475 Riverside Drive in New York City.”10 Reside recalls the 
crowd gathered to hear President Dwight D. Eisenhower speak on the occasion of laying 
the cornerstone at the Interchurch Center. President Eisenhower stated that the 
Interchurch Center would be “the national home of the churches.”11 For many decades 
across American history the growth of the nation and the growth of Protestant church 
 
10 Graham Reside, “The State of Contemporary Mainline Protestantism,” in The Future of Mainline 
Protestantism in America, ed. James Hudnut-Beumler, Mark Silk, and Andrew Walsh (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 2019), 18. 




seemed to be equally paced. The oldest church members today harken back to this time 
when the local mainline church enjoyed influence and cultural primacy. 
 Established Mainline Protestant denominations are faced with a steep decline in 
attendance. Luther Seminary reports that the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America 
(ELCA) may only have 30 years of life left in it.12 Based on the age demographics of the 
ELCA, the denomination predicts their average weekly worship attendance will be only 
15,811 in the year 2041 having fallen from 899,000 in 2017. In a similar situation is the 
Presbyterian Church, USA (PCUSA) tracking the decline of its own members from 
1,572,660 in 2015 to 1,352,678 in the year 2018 which is a drop of 14 percent over three 
years.13 While the authors of the PCUSA study are quick to point out that the rate of 
decline has slowed slightly in recent years, the data regarding the inclusion of young 
people is more telling with a 20 percent decline in youth professions of faith from 2015 to 
2018.14 Younger persons who can assume the mantle of leadership have not been 
engaging sufficiently. 
 These trends in the ELCA and PCUSA are reflective of broader patterns across 
the United States. Ed Stetzer, President of the Billy Graham Center at Wheaton College, 
wrote that, “mainline Protestants have an expiration date when both trend lines 
[membership and attendance] cross zero in 2039. If the trend continues, they have 23 
 
12 Dwight Zscheile, “Will the ELCA Be Gone in 30 Years?,” The Faith+Leader (blog), September 5, 2019, 
https://faithlead.luthersem.edu/decline/. 
13 Rick Jones, “Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.) - PC(USA) Membership Decline Has Slowed” (Presbyterian 
Church (U.S.A.), April 23, 2019), https://www.pcusa.org/news/2019/4/23/pcusa-membership-decline-has-
slowed/. 




Easters left.”15 Pew Research Center data seems to bear witness to Stetzer’s observation 
stating, “Christians are declining not just as a share of the U.S. adult population, but also 
in absolute number.”16 While mainline churches seem to be experiencing decline most 
acutely, the phenomenon appears universal across most religious traditions and is also 
keenly present when factored across generational lines.17 As an example, over 40% of 
millennials claim no religious tradition whatsoever, with only one-third of millennials 
attending religious services.18 
 Religious participation among evangelical/fundamentalist churches appears to be 
holding steady on overall numbers but is declining as a percentage of the larger 
population of the United States. In the early 1990’s, evangelical/fundamentalists 
represented 29.9% of the American population while in 2018 that number has shrank to 
just 22.5% of the overall population.19 According to Mark Chaves the pattern of decline 
relative to the overall population is the very same trend that occurred in mainline 
Protestant churches in the 1960s.20 Since the numbers of membership and attendance are 
 
15 Ed Stetzer, “Perspective | If It Doesn’t Stem Its Decline, Mainline Protestantism Has Just 23 Easters 
Left,” Washington Post, April 28, 2017, https://www.washingtonpost.com/news/acts-of-
faith/wp/2017/04/28/if-it-doesnt-stem-its-decline-mainline-protestantism-has-just-23-easters-left/. 
16 “In U.S., Decline of Christianity Continues at Rapid Pace | Pew Research Center,” accessed January 6, 
2020, https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/. 
17 “U.S., Decline | Pew Research Center.” 
18 “U.S., Decline | Pew Research Center.” 
19 Ryan P. Burge, “Evangelicals Show No Decline, Despite Trump and Nones,” News & Reporting, 
accessed June 12, 2020, https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/2019/march/evangelical-nones-mainline-
us-general-social-survey-gss.html. 
20 Mark Chaves, American Religion: Contemporary Trends, Second Edition (Princeton, NJ: Princeton 




holding steady, other factors, such as megachurches, likely impact the decline of 
evangelical/fundamentalist churches. Chaves states, “Increasing religious concentration, 
in other words, can create the impression that more people are turning to religion when 
what really is underway is a change in the religion’s social organization.”21 Chaves notes 
that the vast majority of the so-called “megachurches” belong to the 
evangelical/fundamentalist branch of the Christian church in America. Decline is easy to 
disguise in megachurches. Chaves continues, “People sometimes think there is [increase 
in religious vitality] because they mistakenly equate more visible religion with more 
religion.”22 These megachurches, which have an average attendance of greater than 2,000 
persons, enjoy celebrity status and influence, but often disguise the attrition occurring in 
smaller churches. The movement of persons from smaller churches toward larger ones 
has grown considerably over the last 30 years since these larger churches offer a wider 
variety of programs and services that smaller congregations cannot.23 
 Politicization of the evangelical/fundamentalist church has influenced the witness 
of the broader church. The alignment of the “religious right” toward the agenda of 
President Donald Trump has removed the last vestiges of a political firewall between 
political ideology and religious practice.24 The evangelical/fundamentalist church risks 
becoming politically niched with an ever-shrinking segment of the American 
 
21 Chaves, American Religion, 119. 
22 Chaves, American Religion, 119. 
23 Chaves, American Religion, 58. 





population.25 However, as Janelle Wong points out, the convergence of the migration 
patterns since 1965, along with the apparently political alignment of the 
evangelical/fundamentalist population, are becoming a force to reckon with in American 
culture.26 While this migration convergence may sustain the evangelical/fundamentalist 
church for a time, the dominant Catholic alignment of new immigrant groups will 
continue to erode the evangelical/fundamentalist capacity to proselytize from this group 
of immigrants.27 The shifts in immigration patterns continues to have a significant effect 
on the shape and context of local church engagement.28 
 The focus of this study concerns the United Methodist Church and the California-
Nevada Annual Conference. Membership and attendance trends of the United Methodist 
Church are reflective of the broader trends facing mainline Protestant churches. The total 
professing members of the United Methodist Church calculated for the 2016 General 
Conference in the United States were 7,299,532. Calculations completed for the 2020 
General Conference revealed the number had decreased by 316,353, which brought the 
2020 total of professing members in the U.S. to 6,983,179, a decrease of 4.33 percent.29 
The number of members in the United States was less than the number of members 
 
25 Janelle S. Wong, Immigrants, Evangelicals, and Politics in an Era of Demographic Change (New York: 
Russell Sage Foundation, 2018), 4. 
26 Wong, Immigrants, Evangelicals and Politics, 7. 
27 Wong, Immigrants, Evangelicals and Politics, 32. 
28 Wesley Granberg-Michaelson, Future Faith: Ten Challenges Reshaping Christianity in the 21st Century 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2018). 
29 Heather Hahn, “Denomination’s Membership Tops 12.5 Million | United Methodist News Service,” UM 




outside the U.S.30 The UMC is declining as a segment of the overall U.S. population 
which mirrors the trends across many Christian denominations. In 1930, 1940, and 1950 
the percent of the U.S. population who were Methodist was 6.5 percent, 6.3 percent, and 
6.5 percent, respectively. By 2010 that percentage had dropped to 2.5 percent.31 
 In the case of the California-Nevada Annual Conference specifically, membership 
decreased by 13 percent from 80,059 in 2009 to 69,704 in 2018. Worship attendance 
across the conference declined by 33 percent (37,191 to 25,171) during that same period. 
The FACT (Financial Advisory Consulting Team) Engagement Study (2018) stated the 
annual conference had ten years of financial viability based on these trends of decline.32 
These data show that the decline in California-Nevada Annual Conference is steeper and 
more acute than the broader UMC and other mainline Protestant denominations. 
 Declines across mainline Protestant churches, evangelical/fundamentalist 
churches, and specifically those of the UMC and the California-Nevada Annual 
Conference paint a dire picture of the reality faced by many once-robust congregations. 
While the UMC continues to grow in many places outside the U.S., growth is not 
happening in the U.S. More recent data suggests, however, that many immigrant 
congregations in the U.S. and in the UMC are experiencing growth. Asian-American 
 
30 Heather Hahn, “U. S. Membership Dips Below UMC Majority,” United Methodist Insight, November 
25, 2019, https://um-insight.net/in-the-church/finance-and-administration/u-s-membership-dips-below-
umc-majority/. 
31 “United Methodist Membership Statistics - GCAH,” accessed January 6, 2020, 
http://www.gcah.org/history/united-methodist-membership-statistics. 
32 General Council on Finance and Administration of the United Methodist Church, “FACT Engagement 




membership in the UMC grew between 1996-2016 by 106 percent. Hispanic growth over 
the same period was 78 percent. Most salient to this current study is the growth of Pacific 
Islander UMC communities by 101 percent.33  
 
Describing Apostolic Practices 
 I make a case in this thesis that the presence or absence of apostolic practices are 
contributing factors to the decline of the United Methodist Church in the California-
Nevada Annual Conference. Apostolic practices “send out” both laity and the clergy into 
local and global contexts for the purposes drawing persons into the reign and rule of God. 
Apostolic practices must be understood in relation to other expressions and uses of the 
word “apostolic.”  The definition of apostolic practices in this thesis is grounded in a  
biblical theology of “apostolic”. The emphasis proposed here differentiates the practice 
of apostolic from the apostolic office or ethos. 
Biblical Theology of Apostolic 
Luke 10:1-16 offers a biblical theology of apostolic. This text recounts the 
sending of the seventy ahead of Jesus’ arrival in various towns and cities. There are two 
essential words related to the apostolic mission of the seventy. The first is found in verse 
1 where the Evangelist describes how Jesus, “appointed seventy others, and sent them in 
 
33 Robert J. Harman, “Robert Harman Responds to ‘When It Comes to Geography, Mission Trumps 





pairs…”34 This word for “sent” is the Greek verb ἀποστέλλω. The distinctive element of 
this word is that it is associated with being sent on a mission.35 Unlike its counterpart 
word “pempo,” ἀποστέλλω conveys the authority of the sender along with the message 
being sent. The Evangelist communicates that those being sent carry with them the 
authority and presence of the one sending them.36 According to J.C. Lambert’s biblical 
theology, apostleship is less of an office and more of a behavior consistent with being 
sent on a mission.37 The second word in this text worthy of attention is found in verse 3 
with, “Go; behold, I send you out as lambs in the midst of wolves.”38 The word for “go” 
here is ὑπάγω meaning “go away” or “out of sight.” Jesus’ command is sending the 
seventy away. Both verbs, ἀποστέλλω and ὑπάγω occur in verse 3. Richard Pervo draws 
this concept of being sent “out” together across the Luke-Acts narrative noting that this 
concept was common during the first century as an expression for soldiers being sent on a 
military mission.39  
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Each of these threads in Luke 10, along with the larger Luke-Acts narrative 
provide some scaffolding for a biblical theology of apostolicism. First, apostolicism is 
derived from “the sender.” In this case, the sender is Jesus as he commissions the seventy 
to carry out the preparation for his arrival. As Pervo has pointed out, soldiers do not self-
determine their mission. It flows from the authority and power of the sender. The Apostle 
Paul’s writings leverage this same meaning as a justification for his own ministry and the 
bestowing of that apostolic mission on others, such as Barnabas.40 Second, apostolicism 
involves a form of dislocation. Jesus sends the seventy ahead to the towns and villages 
that he will soon visit. In a similar manner the Evangelist speaks later in Acts about the 
disciples will be “sent out” on their mission to the most remote parts of the earth. Finally, 
apostolicism affirms that the coming journey crosses lines of culture and comfort. Jesus’ 
instructions clearly state that the seventy are being sent as “lambs among wolves” and 
should be prepared for an experience outside the realm of comfort.  
A biblical theology of apostolicism demonstrates the means through which the 
gospel message is universally declared. Rather than an attractional model of stake-
holding, the gospel engenders being “sent forth.” Alan Hirsch and Tim Catchim state, “A 
recovery of apostolic gifting means that the church of Jesus Christ, in all its expressions, 
will begin to open itself up to a more missional, definitely more ‘movemental’, and, we 
hope, a more faithful future.”41 This biblical theology helps form an ecclesiology and 
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missiology for sharing apostolic practices between two different communities, and thus 
anchors this project with congregations. 
Ecumenical Forms and Apostolic Practices 
The biblical discussion of apostolic must be clearly differentiated from other rich 
meanings of this same term. One of the classic meanings of apostolic is the Roman 
Catholic/Byzantine teaching of Apostolic Succession. Here the meaning of “apostolic” is 
focused on the office, namely the Bishop or other “overseer.” Another meaning of 
“apostolic” has emerged in the more recent history of Pentecostal traditions, which is 
framed as part of a larger apostolic movement. The meaning of “apostolic” in this 
tradition is the ethos or resemblance to the behaviors of the first century church during 
the time of the original apostles.  
Apostolic Succession in the Roman/Byzantine Church is a critical teaching that 
undergirds and explicates the authority of a Bishop. Succession is focused on the charism 
(gift) of leadership transmitted from Jesus to Peter and then onward to others by the 
laying on of hands. The apostolic authority of the church lies not in its teachings, per se, 
but in the authority vested in episcopal leadership.42 Apostolic Succession is built on the 
primacy of Peter, and thus on all those who follow in the Petrine line of leadership 
succession. From one Bishop to the next, all can trace their authority by virtue of their 
ecclesial lineage.  
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Apostolic succession is focused on the authority and even the legitimacy of the 
leader, rather than the mission upon which the leader is sent. Hans Küng identifies the 
notion of apostolic succession as a long-standing barrier toward Christian unity since 
only those who have it (succession) are authoritative. Küng further identifies the 
limitations of apostolic succession away from an embrace of apostolic practices. He 
redefines the nature of apostolic as flowing from the authority of Bishop as the “sender” 
of people more than the practices consistent with apostolic.43 In Küng’s opinion, 
Apostolic Succession places primacy on the office of the leader instead of the practices 
themselves. Its legitimacy is established by virtue of authority transmitted from one 
person to another, in this case, the Bishop.  
United Methodist Tradition implies some value of Apostolic Succession in the 
office of Bishop.44 In paragraph 302 of the 2016 Book of Discipline, ordination is linked 
to “apostolic ministry” which centers around the work of the ordained rather than the 
work of the whole church. Paragraph 302 is telling since the role of the ordained as 
apostolic leaders is to “send them [the ordained] forth in witness.”45 Note that the United 
Methodist understanding of apostolic is cast in its authority to send clergy through the 
laying on of hands by the Bishop. While United Methodist Tradition affirms the role of 
the clergy to be sent forth by Bishops, it makes less of a claim on the church, as a whole, 
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to be sent forth. Apostolic succession in the United Methodist Tradition may then be 
viewed as means of authorization with a focus on the office of the ordained. 
Another important meaning of the word apostolic is found within the 
contemporary Pentecostal movements which describe themselves as apostolic in nature. 
These popular definitions of apostolic find their primary meaning in relating the 
charismatic expression of spiritual gifts (speaking in tongues, miracles, etc.) to the 
earliest days of the church during which times “signs” of the spirit occurred through the 
apostles. Cecil Robeck used “apostolic” to describe an ethos characterized by the ecstatic 
expression of the Spirit’s movement in the life of the church.46  
Less sensationalized versions of the Pentecostal movement have affected the 
larger church in several ways. First among these effects occurred at the end of the 20th 
century aligning the church growth movement with the moniker of being “apostolic.” 
That effort in United Methodism was championed by George Hunter’s The Apostolic 
Congregation which attempted to reconcile the Pentecostal church growth movement 
with United Methodism.47 Hunter’s work sought to extract the tactics of the church 
growth movement from its Pentecostal underpinnings. Reinterpreting a church’s worship 
experiences as forms of evangelism were a hallmark of this so-called apostolic 
movement. Unlike Apostolic Succession which focused on the office as apostolic, 
apostolicism expressed in the Pentecostal movement advocated the alignment of the ethos 
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of the current Spirit-filled movement with the “time” of the apostles. The Pentecostal 
movement has modeled historical appropriation of the Spirit of the earliest apostles. 
Concluding Claims Regarding the Apostolicity of Sending Out 
The church should focus on the behavior exhibited by apostles grounded in a 
biblical theology of apostolic. The lack of these apostolic practices has a direct 
relationship to the decline of the 21st century mainline church across the United States.48 
The apostolic office and ethos are of great value, but they do not fully resonate with a 
biblical theology of being sent out on a mission with the authority of the sender. 
Apostolic practices consistent with a grounded biblical theology form the basis of this 
author’s understanding of what apostolic means. I argue that the presence or absence of 
these practices has a direct relationship to the vitality of any local congregation.  
Apostolic is defined herein as a set of practices to “send out” rather than an office 
or ethos. Since a biblical theology of apostolic includes a geographic displacement where 
lines of culture/identity are crossed, one might argue that communities engaged in 
crossing cultural lines are reflecting biblical values. They also open themselves to new 
apostolic practices that can more freely emerge when their routinized cultural norms are 
called into question or changed. Immigrant communities seem to experience 
circumstances familiar with a biblical theology of apostolic. Both forced and unforced 
migration cause a geographic displacement that require immigrant groups to become 
even more adaptive. Often these adaptations involve moving from a culture where they 
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are the majority to one where they are a minority. The discomfort and displacement are 
analogous to an “exile” of sorts requiring a deeper dedication to form cultural community 
which often invites other cultural sojourners to join in community. Perhaps it is this lack 
of communal or cultural dislocation and discomfort which cause majority-culture 
congregations to lose their own apostolic practices of drawing and sending as a 
community. Even those in the Pentecostal apostolic movement acknowledge 
displacement as central to what apostolic must be.49 Church multiplication occurs in 
settings where the apostolic behaviors of laity and clergy are sent out both in the U.S. and 
globally.50 Ultimately, Alan Hirsch’s assessment of the church’s apostolic state captures 
the difference between office, ethos, and practices: 
The fact that we have all but eliminated the possibility of an active, 
ongoing apostolic function from our consciousness and 
vocabulary, let alone from our practices, indicates that we have 
somehow messed with the foundations of leadership and ministry, 
at least in the way the New Testament church experienced these.51 
 
If the possession of apostolic practices is intrinsic to church vitality, why do they often 
appear to be absent from so many American congregations? The absence of these 
practices may be caused by a myriad of factors. I will deal briefly with some of the 
possible secondary factors contributing to the absence of these practices before 
discussing primary factors in greater details. 
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Secondary Causes of Decline 
 In the 1980’s, secularism, or a non-religious world view, was named as a post-
enlightenment threat to the church. Stefan Paas states, “The ranks of nominal Christians 
have been thinned due to a century of secularization, while many of the older established 
churches have embraced a more missionary relationship with their societies.”52 Paas 
argues secularism has rendered many Christians “inert,” or as he titles them “nominal.” 
Since individuals find that their worldview is not largely enhanced by the church or its 
named theodicy, they have little appetite to carry the mission and message of the church 
forward. The church then must face its own capacity to influence the worldview of its 
adherents.53  
Jürgen Habermas coined the term “post-secular” society in relation to an 
indictment of religion.54  Phillip Gorski responded, “Habermas posits a polarization 
between religion and reason or rationality, rather than considering the possibility that 
religion and reason can co-exist in private and public domains.”55 While Habermas has 
undergone a mild change in his perspective of religion, his coining of the notion of a 
“post-secular” society since the 1970’s continues today.56 In this understanding of a post-
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secular world, religion is not simply benign for the global community.57 Post-secular 
society, largely in the affluent West, is antagonistic toward religion. Post-secular culture 
perceives religion a threat to the global order, a purveyor of xenophobia, war, terrorism, 
elitism, etc. Further, in militant atheistic circles, authors such as Christopher Hitchens 
embrace the post-secular perception of religion and the church as purveyors of colonial 
conquest. The reluctance of many American congregations to confront the sin of white 
supremacy continues to reinforce the notion that the church itself often becomes more a 
reflection of the broader world than a transformative agent. In American post-secularism, 
the church is regarded with skepticism and suspicion rather than as a quaint and benign 
presence.58 
 Post-secular expressions across multiple generations have contributed to the 
decline of mainline churches.  The decline may be most acutely seen with millennials 
(born 1981-1996) and GenZ (born 1997-2006). The Pew Research Center reported only 
49 percent of all millennials claim some form of Christian influence/tradition This in 
contrast to 84 percent of the dying-out Silent Generation (born between 1928-1945.)59 
Yet, as millennials emerge, so do broad opportunities. Randall Reed indicates that the 
church has a chance to engage millennials in religious life, if communities shift their 
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emphasis toward spiritual transformation and social engagement.60 Kaya Oaks explains 
that many millennials practice their own sense of spirituality, often detached from 
community and mutual encouragement.61 She argues that the behaviors of existing faith 
communities creates barriers with millennials. She names a lack of compassion toward 
skepticism and suspicion.62 Kenda Creasy Dean points to the lack of authentic 
community in local congregations, which does not allow the safety needed for younger 
people to explore their faith, and she urges local churches to invest in intergenerational 
spaces where questions can be heard in a safe and engaging space.63 Young people are 
alienated by the rituals, practices, and texts of existing communities.64 Lack of attention 
to post-secularist culture is an impediment to apostolic practices. The inability to connect 
with young people and “nones” is driven by an internal liability of existing churches that 
squelches apostolic practices.65 
 The church must compete against the dominant religious narrative that drives the 
public perception of the church. Over the past 10 years there has been a rise in militant 
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atheism that has laid many of the social ills of today at the feet of religious communities. 
In God Is NOT Great, Christopher Hitches likens the blood-lust between the three great 
monotheistic faiths (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) as a grave threat to the emerging global 
order of the 21st century.66 Lack of authenticity about clergy sexual abuse, financial 
impropriety, and other scandals regularly rock the church as a whole in the United States. 
Greg Epstein notes in his companion book to Hitchens’, Good without God, that people 
can find many avenues to pursue social good and transformation without the trappings of 
religion.67 Wesley Granberg-Michaelson argues that the church must face these dominant 
religious narratives with a transformational change in its own behaviors. He notes 
especially that the church must deal with, “…our unconscious nationalistic self-
absorption, often shared across the theological spectrum, makes listening to and acting on 
the critique extraordinarily difficult.”68 Church’s seeking to confront these dominant 
narratives should also consider a counter-narrative that showcases the church’s capacity 
to practice hospitality, social justice, racial reconciliation, and community development. 
Lacking these counter-narratives, the church is faced with is continual reaction to the 
narrative defined by popular media and culture, which is all too often a correct 
description. This thesis is an attempt to define one possible counter-narrative of mutuality 
between churches of different cultures. 
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The church’s rejection of its engagement in social justice is a related but distinct 
secondary factor of the church’s decline. While the post-secular critique of Habermas has 
become more nuanced, his observation of the corrosive effect that religion plays has 
validity.69 The church’s apex of cultural influence in the United States occurred during 
the same period of time when the church was also deeply engaged in social justice and 
enterprise. Christopher Evans traces a history of the Social Gospel during the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries and reveals that the church was deeply engaged in confronting 
the vast social ills facing communities around the nation.70 Among these social ills were 
issues surrounding alcohol abuse, lack of housing, woman’s suffrage, and other issues of 
human rights. During the latter half of the 20th century, the church has increasingly 
distanced itself from social engagement while becoming more and more isolated from the 
communities they once served.71 During this same time, evangelical leaders, such as 
Francis Schaeffer, “wanted to return America to the perceived purity of an earlier era in 
the nation’s history, an American dominated by evangelical Protestant 
presuppositions.”72 These early movements laid a foundation for the religious right with a 
very narrow focus on a set of social issues such as abortion, patriarchy, personal piety, 
and homosexuality. By doing so, Evans asserts that “the negative perception of religion’s 
public role has been analyzed in the widening division between secular and religious 
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Americans.”73 During the days of the 2020 SarsCov2 (COVID-19) pandemic, the 
evangelical community largely postured its response to the pandemic as a case of 
religious oppression since in-person gatherings to worship were curtailed.74 This 
behavior is strikingly insular (non-apostolic) since the emphasis is on the church’s 
capacity to gather rather than the hundreds of thousands of persons afflicted with 
SarsCov2. The developing polarity around the issues championed by the Religious Right 
have served to alienate younger person’s from many religious traditions.75 One could 
make the argument that a correlation exists between the church’s degree of social 
engagement and its vitality. The decline among mainline Protestant churches in the latter 
half of the 20th century coincides with its disaffection in social leadership. 
Engagement in racial justice is conspicuously absent from both mainline and 
evangelical Protestant congregations. The enshrinement of white privilege and supremacy 
is rarely acknowledged outside of occasional rhetoric from clerical leaders in either 
tradition.76 The early decades of the 21st century revealed an evangelical church in 
America aligned toward a xenophobic and anti-immigration agenda where being white is 
considered normative. Even within the structures of the United Methodist Church, the 
nascent forms of this same xenophobia exist. The UMC labels non-English-speaking 
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ministries and adjudicatories as ethnic ministries, thus making white culture normative 
since it lacks “ethnicity.” The subject of this thesis, the California-Nevada Annual 
Conference of the UMC (CNUMC), bears the marks of defaulting to white culture with 
63.1% of its churches populated primarily with white persons.77 California’s population 
is currently only 37% white and is no longer the majority ethnicity.78  The severe 
disparity between the composition of the CNUMC and the larger populace may be a 
contributing factor in the decline of local churches. The systemic issues of racism and 
white supremacy that inhabit a broad spectrum of American Christianity continue to 
foster the alienation of younger persons in the same manner as previously described.79  
In large part, the American church embraces a “go along to get along” mindset in 
contemporary culture regarding race. Jemar Tisby affirms that this new form of Christian 
racism appears as, “Christians telling black people and their allies that their attempts to 
bring up racial concerns are ‘divisive.’”80 Tisby recounts how multiple denominations 
have made movements toward recognizing their historical white supremacy but have 
faced significant obstacles.81 Racist ideologies continue to damage the church’s capacity 
to engage in social witness and justice with integrity. The movements for racial justice in 
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2020 have revealed the church’s lack of engagement with the broader culture and the 
church’s complicity in enshrining white privilege and supremacy.82 
Much of the church seems apathetic to the fact that the religious narrative is being 
written by the broader world or those hostile toward faith. Other segments of the church 
believe that a contrarian worldview offered by the church is exactly the best position it 
can be in today. In either case, the church as a community draws inward by allowing the 
narratives of its own nature and ethos to be written by others. The inward movement is 
exact opposite of those behaviors described as apostolic earlier in this chapter. The 
inward lurch of the church by post-secularism, generational divides, and the failure to 
confront the larger religious narratives leaves the church subject to the culture in which it 
finds itself. Moving forward, the primary drivers of church decline will be considered.  In 
addition, the trajectory away from apostolic practices will be examined.  
 
Primary Causes of Decline 
Consumerism in American culture also affects the church’s apostolic practices in 
profound ways. A dynamic exists between the church and the broader cultural ecosystem.  
I argue that the cultural ecosystem of consumerism has assimilated the church, creating 
an “osmotic community” of the two separated only by a thin and porous membrane. 
Apostolic behaviors among the laity of the church have dissolved in the osmotic 
community as clergy have become the professional Christian disciples of the church to 
 





cater to the needs of the congregation itself rather than equipping the congregation for the 
apostolic mission. This trend of professionalizing the work of the church marginalizes the 
laity and often creates unsustainable systems for clergy. The church must reconsider its 
ecclesiology and missiology in the era of consumerism and the professionalization of the 
church. 
Consumerism and the Digital Age 
American consumerism in the 21st century, is fueled by money, agency, and 
privilege.  With this fuel, American’s shopping habits often change the very fabric of 
culture. “In a culture dominated by consumerism, it’s our shopping choices that 
consistently alter our world,” writes marketing guru Seth Godin. Godin points to the fact 
that shopping is privileged activity since roughly a billion people on the planet will never 
set out with money in their pocket to “buy” something.83 Online shopping through 
Amazon has created the “Amazon Effect” defined as the ability for the American 
consumer to secure any good or service without physical displacement (notedly 
inconsistent with  apostolic practices).84 The agency of the American consumer to secure 
goods and services are as easy as a mouse-click on a computer.  
While companies like Amazon cater to an increasingly growing segment of the 
American market, other firms respond to this race to the bottom by focusing on quality, 
service, and unique branding. The rising presence of “artisan” products or “craft” 
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manufacturing are creating more choices for the American consumer. Simply using an 
“artisan” model for marketing increases visitor traffic to these niche businesses.85 The 
study by Predyk and Vaugeois indicates that the model of showcasing artisanal talent is a 
tribal expression of those who find affinity with the artist. For example, most consumers 
may be content to purchase their soap from Amazon. However, those who really care 
about their soap and its sourcing are more driven to a brand of “artisanal soap” that better 
represents their affinities. Statistics reveal that these artisanal fans will travel (52% of 
them) to other regions over 250 miles to visit the manufacturing location of soap.86 
A short example of this tension between Amazon and artisanal soap makers 
serves to underscore the driving social dynamic of consumerism. Americans are now 
conditioned to the myriad of choices that they have when it comes to meeting their needs. 
The myriad of choices faced by consumers leads to consumers becoming more and more 
overwhelmed by the number of choices they have. Over two-thirds of all adults cite being 
overwhelmed by the choices they are offered in goods, services, and information.87 This 
overstimulation results in a skimming effect on the part of the consumer. With access to 
the internet becoming more and more democratized, the access to information, 
preferences, and consumer choices results in a quick skimming of offerings before 
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making a critical choice about the best product or service.88 The latest research indicates 
that 85 percent of all purchases are researched online and that 82 percent utilize their 
smartphone to conduct research even while standing in a brick-and-mortar store prior to a 
purchase.89  
Consumerism has several generational moirés which drive the ecosystem. 
According to Brendan Canavan, millennials are leading the way in changing consumer 
habits as they tend to “buy less often and less overall” according to recent research.90 The 
study indicates that younger people tend to engage less and less in traditional consumer 
behaviors than did their parents, and by consequence, younger people spend less.91 
Manufacturers and retailers are increasingly mis-calibrated on an enormous scale. 
Shopping malls and other retail centers suffer from the generational shift in consumer 
behaviors. The result is a business model saddled with debt due to its overblown capital 
investment which is no longer sustained by customer-service-hungry baby boomers.92 
Bankruptcies and closures of retailers are, according to Canavan, less driven by the 
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supremacy of online retailers like Amazon and more driven by the shopping habits of 
younger generations.93 
The trends of research before buying, aligning affinity for certain artisan goods or 
services, and the tension of online versus physically shopping, express key values 
centered in consumerism. Additionally, the shifting generational landscape of 
consumerism is having a seismic effect on the entire retail-industrial complex. 
Ultimately, these trends express a set of “anti-kenotic” values. These values, embraced by 
all ages, of determining the relative value of goods and services as an expression of self-
image often serve the self rather than others. Kenosis is the Greek word employed by the 
Apostle Paul in Philippians 2:5-10. In this biblical text, Paul, likely citing an early 
Christian hymn, says that Christ “emptied” himself in his own incarnation. This self-
emptying is sacrificial in nature for the sake of love for others. Kenosis is the act of self-
surrender through the act of self-emptying. As Hawthorne puts it, “it is a poetic, hymn-
like way of saying that Christ poured out himself, putting himself totally at the disposal 
of people.”94 Current consumer behaviors seem to place the “self” at the center of 
decision-making rather than “other.” 
Being “poured out” is the exact opposite of consumerism in broader American 
culture. Consumerism is armed with a vast array of tools and tactics that allow it to 
flourish through the lens of being “poured in” to the self. Rather than being emptied, 
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consumerism drives toward the service of the self. Buying and selling are largely 
transactions focused on self-enrichment and enjoyment. Jesus himself railed against the 
accumulation of wealth and status on many occasions as recorded in the gospels. It is 
important to take note even in the shifting generational landscape of consumerism, the 
sociological drive toward individualism and accumulation remain strong in American 
culture.95 The impact is unmistakable according to Laura Singleton, who says “[O]n a 
purely financial basis, higher and higher personal spending, including the service of 
consumer debt, drains disposable income that might otherwise contribute to social needs 
like healthcare and education.”96 The boom of church buildings, campuses, and 
institutions may reflect the consumerism of previous generations which are now 
becoming less and less important to younger members of society. It is possible that the 
church has so carefully calibrated itself to this consumer culture that it is now potentially 
anchored to it, thus leaving emerging generations of people who are now disaffected by 
it. A careful examination can now be made about how this larger and changing trend of 
consumerism has affected the life of the church. 
Consumerism in American culture continues to impact the very nature and 
practices of the church in the U.S. Singleton states there is now “an equally dutiful drive 
to consume for the sake of economic growth, an impulse no longer checked by whatever 
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religious moorings exerted at least some influence in earlier eras.”97 This larger impulse 
in American consumerism permeates the very life of the U.S. church. As the church 
soaks in the contextual setting of consumerism, it begins to acquire some of its very 
characteristics as a form of cultural osmosis.  Osmosis is the “movement of a solvent 
through a semipermeable membrane into a solution of higher solute concentration that 
tends to equalize the concentrations of the solute on the two sides of the membrane.”98 
This osmosis of consumerism would be normally governed by the church’s own 
ecclesiology and missiology (semipermeable membranes) with the church community on 
one side and consumer culture on the other. Before exploring how the ecclesiology and 
missiology of the church have become too permeable, a proper consideration should be 
given to ways in which the church has achieved equilibrium with consumerism by 
absorbing it into its practices. These consumeristic practices (self-accumulating) stand in 
opposition to apostolic practices (self-emptying.) 
In the earliest days of the church growth movement during the 1970’s, Donald 
MacGavern and C. Peter Wagner called for churches to develop a cadre of programs and 
ministries that catered to the felt needs of their communities.99 A host of churches were 
planted across the United States that opened their doors with plentiful programs for 
children, youth, and families which drove the expansion of the megachurch.100 The first 
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and most foundational way the American church shifted its practices toward 
consumerism came as part this movement toward ever-growing programmatic 
congregations. Churches behaved more and more like a shopping mall, even to the point 
of purchasing shopping malls, to cater to the voracious needs of their much sought-after 
communities. However, these large full-service congregations do not have the lifespan of 
smaller congregations. Of the twenty largest churches in the United States fewer than half 
will continue at that size in twenty years and less than one-quarter in forty years.101 The 
research indicates that the portion of the Protestant community claimed by megachurches 
continues to rise across every denomination.102  
Though members of these larger churches both “give less money to it [the church] 
and participate less in its life,” 103 the notion of the megachurch is keenly aligned with the 
consumeristic behaviors of self-accumulation.104 Micklethwait and Woolridge entitle the 
phenomenon as the “Disneyfication of God.” Ed Stetzer goes on to stay that these larger 
churches cheat the mission of God when, “consumers enjoy goods and services from their 
local church.”105 The megachurch has become a magnet that draws people into a larger 
community that is anonymous and less-demanding than their smaller counterpart. The 
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megachurch phenomenon and the concentration of Protestant Christians in them, is a not 
a reflection of increased religious vitality, rather it is an indicator of the cultural osmosis 
that has occurred.106 
Church shopping/shifting is a second expression of how consumerism has invaded 
the life of the church. Church shopping includes critical examination of a church 
community to determine if it has the best goods or services for the discerning churchgoer. 
Individuals who have little relational affinity for a local church often shift from church to 
church in search of the best programs and ministries.107 Notions of attending church 
based on how well a person is “being fed” continues to drive participation. Church 
shopping/shifting reflects an orientation of the church’s need to resource and support the 
churchgoer (self-accumulating). Vincent Miller describes this process of self-
accumulation as the “commodification of culture” where the “doctrines, symbols, values, 
and practices are torn from their traditional, communal contexts.”108 Miller’s assertion is 
that our consumeristic experience of the church is now not too different from the ways in 
which we engage in shopping, namely, the only criterion is the satisfaction of one’s own 
want.109 In the words of Kathryn Lofton, “Consumer religion consumes,” while the actual 
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value of religion can be found in the alterity of relationships and community which then 
requires investment (self-emptying).110 
The third expression of consumerism in the life of the church is an aversion to 
relationship, discipleship, and spiritual formation. In the first 100 years of the Methodist 
movement, membership in the “class meeting” or small group was required on the part of 
every Methodist.111 By the earliest part of the 20th century the requirement for the class 
meeting faded and with it, the mandate to maintain vital relationships with one 
another.112 Consumerism often feeds the church a narrative that relationships and 
community are not as important as the quality of the religious goods and services that are 
provided. Engagement in the church becomes a much more sterile and transactional 
process than one that engages in the transformation. Again, in the words of Lofton, “Why 
should we not see…the dialectic of mechanized intimacy over and above one of 
interpersonal encounter and intimacy?”113  
The lack of a relational center also contributes to collateral damage on the 
pastor/leader of a faith community. The pastors understand their roles as fulfilling the 
transactional needs of their congregations rather than empowering the church into 
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transformative service with others.114 Relationships are demanding. Community requires 
humility and compromise. Consumerism moves the church more and more toward 
Miller’s description of “commodification” rather than a communal way of life. All efforts 
to forge intimate community often run afoul of commodification. As such, consumerism 
in the American church keeps intimacy and relationships at bay. Discipleship and 
spiritual formation are victims of this consumer culture since they thrive on these very 
notions of intimacy.115 Without self-sacrificial relationships in community, discipleship 
simply cannot occur.116 
A fourth manifestation of how consumerism is saturating the church is the 
political polarization of faith communities. A recent article in The New York Times 
highlighted how political polarization has now become a litmus test of a church’s 
appeal.117 Zaid Jilani and Jeremy Smith note how “Americans are increasingly 
segregating themselves by political party and ideology even in their residential 
communities.”118 As the Times article indicates, the polarity along political lines has the 
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same consumeristic effect on the church. It is quite possible for churches to become 
havens of those who seek like-minded persons.119  
Participation in a faith community appears to reflect theological and political 
affinity. As congregations become more and more polarized, they also align around 
similar socio-economic affinities and cultural affinities.120 It is also possible that local 
communities of faith are reinforcing views and opinions of its members rather than 
challenging them to envision something altogether foreign, namely, the reign and rule of 
God. Yet there are communities that gather around other affinities such as ethnicity or a 
posture of inclusion toward different groups of people. Congregations that seek and 
welcome the marginalized in society appear to defy these theological and political 
affinities. Moreover, there are congregations that practice a form of inclusion where 
political or theological affinity are secondary. These more broadly inclusive 
congregations are however, overshadowed by the monolithic form homogeneity that 
exists in their 21st century church.121 
Current culture wars reflect a cultural need to label, categorize, and systematize 
the diversity of the human family. Consumerism outside the church has potentially fully 
permeated the life of the church. Congregations often lack a diversity of views on human 
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sexuality, political party, race, gender identity, and various other affinities. Polarization 
along lines of politics, race, and culture drive the church toward a greater reflection of 
consumerism than the reign of God.122 
Professionalization of Church as Apostolic Community 
 Professionalization of the church through the clergy is a second primary 
expression of the church’s broken ecclesiology and missiology. I will first present how a 
lay-led Methodism yielded to a more professionalized approach of parish-based ministry. 
This shift away from a lay-led movement revealed increasingly marred theologies of the 
church (ecclesiology) and its mission (missiology). Finally, I argue that these broken 
theologies in the declining congregations of California-Nevada Annual Conference of the 
United Methodist Church fuel a perpetuation of professionalized church. 
 According to David Watson, when attendance at the Methodist Class meeting was 
required, the clergy served the people who gathered in lay-led classes, and clergy also led 
the church in the sacraments. The weekly business of leading class meetings and 
organizing Wesleyan societies largely fell to lay persons.123 Leadership of the class 
meeting did not require substantial theological education nor did it require a significant 
amount of training, thanks to the orderly instructions contained the Methodist Book of 
Discipline.124 Ordained clergy met with societies once a quarter, month, or week 
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depending on the length of their circuit. Clergy would preside at Holy Communion and 
Baptisms and they preached and encouraged the groups of class meetings who comprised 
a society or congregation. Clergy were not “hands-off” with their lay-led class meetings. 
Between these in-person visits to class meetings, clergy received regular updates on 
attendance and participation in the meetings themselves. Laity provided “oversight” to 
actual class meeting, but clergy provided “order” and supervision required for the class 
meeting to function. 
Class meetings were discarded as a requirement for membership in the Methodist 
Episcopal Church in the earliest part of the 20th century. As such, a significant place of 
lay leadership began to diminish. It is no coincidence that Laity Sunday in the United 
Methodist Church emerged only after the class meeting requirement had ended. 
Historians believe that the first Laity Sunday, then called “Layman’s Day,” was held on 
the third Sunday of May in 1928, which was several years after the class meeting 
requirement for membership in the Methodist Episcopal Church was discarded. As the 
role of the clergy increased, the role of the laity diminished.125 A holiday of-sorts was 
then created to affirm the contributions laity made to the life of the church. With the 
heightened requirements for ordination, the laity took a different role than they did in the 
opening days of the Methodist movement. Laity appeared to assume a place of supporting 
 




the work of the clergy while the recognition of the laity increasingly took varied forms of 
tokenism.126 
 The consumeristic church fosters an environment where the pastoral leader(s) are 
often considered the professional Christian in the life of the congregation. Alan Hirsch 
argues that this flawed ecclesiology flows from a misaligned missiology. He describes 
how too many mature denominations appear to engage in “mobilizing bias.”127 He states 
that, “[I]f we think of the primary purpose of the church is to sustain a common liturgical 
life, offer pastoral care, and deliver teaching and that the mission of the church is 
secondary to these purposes, then these functions set the agenda for how we organize 
ourselves.” The broken ecclesiology is, according to Hirsch, the way we seek to sustain 
our ecclesiology that professionalizes the church through its clergy, marginalizes laity, 
and appeals to the consumeristic appetite of the broader culture. Professional clergy 
occupy spaces of institutional authority and power but often avoid relational spaces of 
influence. The proper role for professional clergy requires a deeper investment in 
relational spaces of influence, which helps broker a congregation’s present reality with a 
new and robust vision of the future where laity are empowered in novel ways. 
A pivot point appears when missiology is detached from ecclesiology. Entropy 
develops and the church’s capacity for apostolic behaviors is diminished. Parishioners 
become spectators. Pastors become performers. The broken ecclesiology of the 21st 
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century is one where the ecclesia is the mission rather than mission being the reason for 
the ecclesia. If the church focuses only or primarily on itself, then it focuses on its need to 
be maintained not mobilized.128 Darin Land in The Diffusion of Ecclesiastical Authority 
supports the notion that ecclesiology must mirror that found in the Book of Acts where, 
“[the apostles] allowed the diffusion of authority to new individuals rather than the 
concentration of authority in the hands of a few.”129 The broken ecclesiology of today 
feeds the consumeristic church by concentrating that authority in the hands of the clergy 
and the ill-fated expectation that they alone carry out the work of the church. 
 If ecclesiology and missiology are intrinsically entwined with each other, can one 
be dominant over the other? In short, the answer is no. However, the two must balance 
and hold each other in tension. The broken missiology of today shapes the church itself, 
as is the fashion of the consumeristic world in which it exists. In larger part, the church 
has been successful in allowing its missiology and ecclesiology to become “permeable 
membranes” through which the church itself has achieved equilibrium with the broader 
consumeristic culture.  
The culture of polarization, racial tension, and consumerism have divided the 
church and the church from its mission, in ways that are yet unfolding. The current 
upheaval concerning white supremacy expressed in racism and xenophobia, championed 
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by many Christians, is a telling sign that we may very well be at the end of an era.130 At 
the sunset of dominant “white” Christianity, the church must ask how its pre-disposal to 
white supremacy has broken not only intercultural relationships but also its missional 
capacity. The church likely needs to realign the relationship between missiology and 
ecclesiology. That would be to reexamine the missio Dei and then seek to align the missio 
ecclesia toward joining with that mission of God.  
In the next chapter, attention turns toward an examination of the missio Dei and 
an ecclesiology that is foundationally missional. Healthy balance can often be found in 
immigrant communities within the boundaries of the California-Nevada Conference. The 
leadership of those immigrant communities may point a way forward toward rebalancing 
consumer-driven churches toward a missional mindset once again while beginning to 
dismantle racist ideologies. 
  
 




Chapter 2 – The Normative Ideal 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to outline an effective missiology and ecclesiology 
that fosters a set of robust apostolic practices. The United Methodist Church and the 
California-Nevada Annual Conference face a potential confusion with the conflation of 
the missio Dei and the missio ecclesiae. Both the missiology and ecclesiology of the 
church find their telos in the missio Dei and missio ecclesiae. 
 This chapter opens with a careful explanation of the clarity needed in the missio 
Dei that will foster robust apostolic practices. With this clarity, a new Wesleyan model of 
a missional ecclesiology will be defined as grounded in the historic expression of 
Methodist Societies and Class Meetings. Finally, utilizing Positive Deviance Theory, a 
case-study in the missional ecclesiology of the Fijian congregations in the UMC will be 
closely examined for practices which can be potentially shared across cultural lines and 
dismantle white supremacy through a relational methodology. 
 
Expanding the missio Dei 
 A proper framing of the missio Dei begins with examining it through a tension 
between “deciding” and “discerning.” On one side of this tension is how the mission of 
God is received as a call where the church often interprets and decides what that mission 
is and proceeds to fulfill it. The relationship toward the missio Dei here is one of deciding 
and fulfilling. Harkening back to Luke 10, Jesus sent the seventy on a mission to prepare 




preparation by “healing the sick.” The mission was one of preparation for Jesus’ coming 
by cultivating the readiness of these towns and villages. In other significant texts, such as 
Matthew 28:19, commonly called the Great Commission, the disciples are told to, “Go, 
therefore, and make disciples of all the nations.”131 A literal understanding the missio Dei 
in the framework of “deciding” would be best framed by the statement, “what mission 
has God given the church?” The church becomes the agent of the missio Dei. The church 
organizes itself around its self-understanding of that mission which is seen through the 
lens of culture, power, and context.132  
One danger in the “deciding” framework is that it can become hardened and 
distorted, even militarized, to enforce what the church has interpreted and decided 
regarding God’s mission. The sending of the church on its apostolic mission is broadly 
based on the understanding that the mission itself comes from God. Similar to 
Constantine’s vision of being commissioned, “in this sign [the cross] conquer”, the 
church has too often expressed its engagement in this mission with blatant militarism and 
colonialism.133 This understanding of the missio Dei is not entirely bankrupted by its 
history in cultural militarism and colonialism. Eberhart Jüngel rightly states that, “if the 
church wants to stay alive it must be able to breathe out. It must go beyond itself if it 
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wants to remain Christ’s church.”134 The “deciding” on the missio Dei functions to 
accomplish the crossing of boundaries and extending the grace of God beyond the four 
walls of the church. The framework of deciding is satisfied in the fulfillment or 
accomplishment of the missio Dei. Jesus’ teachings are replete with affirmations of a 
work well-done as in Luke 10.  
At the other end of this tension is an understanding that God is already engaged in 
a mission. If this is the case, the church’s primary task is one of discerning where God is 
already working and joining that movement. The church’s question is less a focus on the 
mission God has given but how the church can engage in what God is already doing in 
the world.135 An orientation of discernment offers a different approach to the missio Dei. 
First, the church views the missio Dei is God’s task to perform through the church for the 
sake of the world. Darren Sarisky describes Leslie Newbigin’s thinking, “Newbigin’s 
project is to give an account of the sense in which the mission is God’s task.”136 
Newbigin, writing in the fading days of the church’s sponsorship by the state in Europe, 
makes the case that the church’s only true effectiveness can be found when it aligns to the 
mission that God is already doing in the world rather than the needs and wants of the 
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state.137 Karl Barth first posited this notion that Jesus’ very coming was to advance the 
mission of God rather than to accomplish a mission God had given Jesus.138  
Second, if the church’s missiology is framed by joining in God’s mission rather 
than accomplishing it, the work of the church is dedicated to discerning the mission that 
God is already doing. No longer imperial in its missional imperative, the church engages 
in the missio Dei through a process thoroughly grounded in humility, grace, relationships, 
and community. Joerg Rieger states, “the means-of-grace tradition reminds us that all 
mission starts with God’s grace.”139  
Rieger makes the final point of understanding of the missio Dei as discernment 
with his notion of “inreach” as finding its own telos in what he calls, “works of 
solidarity.”140 These works include the efforts to discern the missio Dei at work in others, 
the world, and even in ourselves. It creates a dynamic that is the inverse of being on a 
mission from God. Instead, it is a quest to discover and engage the work and mission God 
is already doing. This engagement requires summoning the whole church toward this 
discernment. The whole church must engage in the discernment of the missio Dei if it has 
any hope in mobilizing toward engagement in God’s mission.141 In this understanding, 
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God is now the agent accomplishing the mission and the church becomes a conduit 
though which God brings redemption and healing. 
 The church’s ecclesiology (missio ecclesiae) cannot be separated from its 
missional engagement. Newbigin speaks to the centrifugal and centripetal tension in the 
church’s ecclesiology by describing these forces as a “drawing” and “sending.”142 The 
drawing is the invitation into deeper spiritual community and discipleship. The sending is 
defined as the church’s outward movement in evangelism and justice-making which both 
become a new expression of “drawing.” According to Newbigin these are not opposing 
forces. They are cyclical forces with each being missional. Drawing is means of 
increasing the sending capacity of the church. Sending increases the capacity of the 
church to draw. The church’s ecclesiology is dynamic since it is always in a state of 
drawing and sending with the missio Dei in clear focus.  
Peter Bellini frames this dynamic as an expression of the missio trinitas, 
describing this same dynamic in the church’s ecclesiology as a mirror of the trinitarian 
model of God’s inter-engagement. Bellini states that the missio Dei “recognizes the 
church as God’s primary instrument of the work of Christ that is to be carried out through 
its apostolic mandate.”143 The missio ecclesiae mirrors the very work of the Trinity itself 
by virtue of its “drawing and sending” engagement in the missio Dei. If this is true, the 
missio ecclesiae is mystical, communal, and dynamic. When the church loses the nimble 
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ability to be dynamic, it risks becoming that “hierarchical, machine-like metaphor” that 
Hirsch so aptly describes.144 When the missio Dei rightly informs the missio ecclesiae, 
the church lives amid a relationship with itself, the world, and God that brings healing 
and wholeness both internally and externally.  
Behaviors consistent with this dynamic synergy of drawing and sending are 
apostolic practices the church should consider in new ways. The apostolic practices 
described in Chapter One of being “sent out” mesh with this synergy of drawing and 
sending. The missional markers of the church may be best defined in the cycle of sending 
to draw and drawing to send. At the heart of the drawing and sending movement is 
discipleship as an expression of the missio Dei. But these missional markers should be 
calibrated toward the discernment of that mission. Overly simplistic markers can lead, 
over time, to more imperialistic expressions of religious activity which may only serve to 
confirm the larger post-secular suspicions of the church’s motivation. Newbigin’s 
“drawing and sending” of the church should be calibrated by the ongoing engagement in 
the mystical and reflective practices of discernment and affirmed by the larger 
constituencies of the church, both lay and clergy. 
According to Thomas Elliot, the United Methodist Church identified five key 
vitality indicators as part of its Call to Action Report.145 The five indicators are: 
1. Disciples in worship (worship attendance) 
2. Disciples making new disciples (professions of faith) 
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3. Disciples growing their faith (number of small groups) 
4. Disciples in engaging in mission (number engaged in outreach) 
5. Disciples sharing their resources for mission146 (financial giving) 
 
As Elliott rightly notes, at issue here are not the metrics or goals to track these indicators. 
What matters here are the practices consistent with these five indicators.147 However, 
Elliott does not name the actual practices or methods that move the church toward the 
missio Dei. He only names the results of the unnamed practices.  
Methodism has placed discipleship, namely discipling, as the heart of the missio 
Dei. Focus on social and personal holiness and the structures to sustain them are the 
markers of how Methodists have “done” missional ecclesiology. Moreover, these markers 
do not reflect the processes required for discernment, such as, prayer, contemplation, and 
mysticism, much less opportunities for community development, contextual analysis, or 
other forms of discerning the church’s influence in its  larger community and world. 
Apostolic behaviors are not simply the “sending” part of our missiology. They are 
interwoven with our internalized practices of spiritual formation. The Wesleyan Tradition 
is postured to engage this synergy of drawing and sending through its method of 
discipling people in the way of Jesus. Reclaiming the method of Wesleyanism’s 
discipling can lead the church toward a healthy missional ecclesiology. 
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A New Wesleyan Model 
 The Wesleyan tradition is replete with resources that can offer a new framing of 
Methodist missional ecclesiology. A more clearly defined understanding of the roles of 
clergy and laity in the context of personal and social holiness may offer a pathway toward 
holding the tensions of deciding and discerning the missio Dei. This new Wesleyan 
model offers potential strategies for both “drawing” and “sending” the church through its 
robust connections both in small groupings called class meetings and in the larger 
connection of churches working together in mutuality. 
The Wesleyan Ethos of Leadership 
The Call to Action report, commissioned by the UMC in 2012, categorizes some 
of the essential manifestations of vitality of local UMC congregations. The indicators 
listed, like many metrics, reveal the results of vitality rather than the vital practices 
themselves. For example, worship attendance increase or decrease could be happening 
for a variety of reasons, some of which are healthy and some of which are not. If the 
church’s attendance is increasing by virtue of a large technical and production budget 
relative to the smaller churches around it, we would not assume that increased attendance 
has do with spiritual vitality but the a church’s capacity to appeal and attract individuals 
based on the production value of the worship. In a similar manner, the sharing of 
resources for mission expressed in financial giving may or may not be indicative of 
broad-based vitality in a local church. The Call to Action indicators make no statement of 




lead toward growth across those named metrics. Vitality leading toward apostolic 
practices has its foundation in the Methodist ethos of leadership. 
The foundation of this leadership in the Wesleyan ethos is first expressed in the 
church’s commitment to social holiness. Social holiness within Methodism is a sweeping 
term inclusive of engagements in outreach, social justice, and congregational care. The 
Methodist class meeting was one such expression of social holiness. The class meeting 
convened on a weekly basis for the purpose of “watching over one another in love.”148 
The class meeting was made up of mixed-gender groups with 8 to 10 members in each. 
Of particular import was the role of leader of these weekly class meetings who would be 
responsible to “1) see each person in his class once a week at least….to inquire how their 
souls prosper. 2) to meet the minister and the stewards of the society once a week.”149 
The class leader had responsibility to the class meeting itself to “advise, reprove, comfort, 
or exhort, as occasion may require.”150 In addition, the class leader had “upward” 
requirements to the minister or the steward of the society to “show their account of what 
each person had contributed, and to inform the minister of any that were sick, or of any 
that walk disorderly that will not be reproved.”151  
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Kevin Watson also recounts how the class meeting was the primary driver of the 
Methodist Community rather than its principal worship gathering.152 The class meeting 
was essentially dedicated to mutual encouragement of believers, both in the class meeting 
and in the larger worship setting. The class leader’s role was to drive support and 
accountability both in the class meeting and in the larger society. Laypersons, both men 
and women, functioned as class meeting leaders. Leadership in the life of the Methodist 
movement, at least historically, is derived from participation in the class meeting and 
discipleship.  
The compliment to the corporate class meeting is the Wesleyan notion of personal 
holiness or piety. His idea of personal holiness consisted of one’s own private practices 
of prayer, fasting, meditation, scripture reading, contemplation or other associated 
spiritual disciplines. Often the very substance of the class meeting was a sharing of one’s 
own engagement in personal holiness. Personal holiness was not, in this sense, a private 
enterprise. Each member of the class meeting was accountable for their personal holiness 
in the broader meeting with other class meeting members. According to David Lowes 
Watson, Wesley believed that, through social holiness in all its expressions, we could be 
“exhorted” to engage in these private practices while also attending to the public witness 
of God’s love through acts of justice.153 The genius of the Wesley’s thought was the way 
in which personal holiness and social holiness played together as mutual drivers for 
internal and external expressions of grace in Christ.  
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As noted earlier, when the class meeting requirement was abandoned in the 
earliest part of the 20th century, the Methodist Church abandoned the very means of 
discipleship and the associated leadership it cultivated.154 Jack Jackson argues that the 
class meeting and the rediscovery of social holiness are keys for the church’s renewal.155 
Jackson also asserts that the lay leadership of the class meeting or its equivalent ensures 
that the Wesleyan ethos of leadership is cultivated for field preaching, societies, classes, 
and individual visitation.156 The synergy between personal and social holiness, when 
practiced, ensures that leadership is properly grounded in an ecosystem of spiritual 
resiliency.157 The “drawing” work of Wesleyan missiology finds its place by ensuring 
that each leader is spiritually engaged. The apostolic behavior of spiritually grounded 
leadership is fostered by the Wesleyan synergy of social and personal holiness. 
Defined Role of Clergy Leadership 
 In the earliest days of the Methodist movement, the role of the clergy, or minister, 
was one of itineration. This itineration of the minister through a circuit over a given 
period would determine how often the minister would frequent a Methodist Society. 
Many times, the minister would ride on horseback serving a circuit of up to 30 points. An 
itinerating circuit rider may have only visited a Methodist Society once a month, or even 
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once a quarter depending on the geographic sprawl. This form of itineration descends 
from Wesley himself, who rode enough miles by horseback to have traveled a total of 
250,000 miles.158  
The primary function of these circuit riders was to engage in work that was 
beyond the scope of the class meeting leader and the steward of the societies.159 By 
examining the General Rules of Methodist Societies written by John Wesley, the primary 
role of the circuit rider was to preside at sacerdotal functions such as communion and 
baptisms along with weddings and funerals as needed. The circuit rider would engage in 
handling members of the society that were “disorderly” or “disagreeable.” The General 
Rules premised mediations of the circuit rider on the fact that the class meeting leader or 
the steward of the society had already acted, and that the situation required the additional 
engagement of the minister/circuit rider.160 
 Besides managing these functions reserved to the circuit rider (communion and 
baptisms) or that were beyond the scope of the lay leadership, the minister was 
responsible for training and equipping class meeting leaders.161 The early multiplication 
of leadership became the cornerstone of the movement for decades. The Book of 
Discipline gave all the required General Rules a class meeting leader would need to 
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conduct a class meeting. The work of identifying potential candidates would require the 
circuit rider, always a man, to engage consistently with his various societies to determine 
those who demonstrated acumen for leadership.  
We cannot overstate the role of the clergy in supporting lay leaders. The clergy 
role of cultivating and identifying leadership began in the class meeting and the General 
Rules of the Methodist Societies.162 Since the basis of the Methodist Society was the 
class meeting, the multiplication of these communities laid the foundation for the 
expansion of the Methodist movement throughout the 18th and 19th centuries.163 
 The defined work of the minister in the early days of the movement could form 
the basis of their potential work in the 21st century. It is important to note that the 
infrequent visits of the minister in the early days of Methodism required laity to provide 
leadership in the societies according to the Discipline under the supervision of the Circuit 
Rider.164  Today’s notion of the resident pastor with a congregation creates easy 
accessibility to the pastor’s presence.165 Laity may thus turn to the resident pastor to 
settle disputes, provide training, and identify leadership, with potential risk to the fullness 
of lay leadership.  
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The economy of developing spiritually grounded leadership in the UMC has 
become more of a desired outcome than an essential necessity required for key strategic 
outcomes. To enhance lay leadership, the role of clergy needs to focus on the 
development of lay leadership toward new levels through a vehicle such as the class 
meeting.166 Imagine if the time and efforts of clergy were dedicated toward the 
development of leadership that is spiritually grounded and is able to oversee the 
operations of the modern society, namely, a local church. The ordination of the elders to 
“word, sacrament, order, and service” would take on new meaning if the focus of elder’s 
work was on laity functioning as the primary stewards of local churches. In a similar 
manner, the work of deacons in the life of the church should engage laity as a bridge to 
the world. United Methodist deacons can find new value and structure in their ministry 
with a renewed commitment to empower the laity for service (social holiness) outside the 
four walls of the church. 
 Clergy should begin to see their own work in light of the missio Dei. How well 
the church has joined God’s mission is predicated not simply on metrics of worship 
attendance or offerings for mission. As an ideal, the clergy should assume these historical 
roles for Methodist ministers. Oversight of sacraments, empowerment of the laity 
according to the order and Discipline of the church, and the multiplication of lay 
leadership to increase church capacity should also be the modern clergy roles. The 
“sending” work of Methodist missiology requires clergy to determine their fruitfulness 
 




based on how well and how often the laity accepted their calling to step into their own 
leadership.167 The apostolic behavior of clergy who empower laity for ministry through 
word, sacrament, order, and service allows the church to multiply its drawing and sending 
capacity far beyond their own measure. 
Defined Role of Lay Leadership 
We also cannot overstate the role of laity in a renewed Wesleyan model of being 
the church.  Building on the historic role of the laity as part of the Methodist movement, 
the potential for a lay-led apostolic movement is now needed more than ever. The 
empowerment of laity has long been extolled, perhaps most notably by Paul Loffler’s The 
Layman Abroad written in 1962.168 Loffler’s work is largely about reclaiming the space 
for laity in the leadership and mission of the church. The disbanding of the class meeting 
as part of the Methodist Discipline may contribute to the modes and methods laity 
continue to seek for a fuller engagement in the missio Dei.  
Reclaiming this space that was historically part of the Methodist movement is not 
without its challenges. Unless the institutional challenges of clergy centrality 
(appointments, pensions, etc.) are shifted and the clergy’s role dramatically reshaped, 
there is little hope for laity to emerge fully into leadership. The argument I make is about 
how the democratization of the missio Ecclesiae can reshape the place laity have in 
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pursuit of that mission. The following four keys for lay leadership can unlock the 
apostolic practices of the church for the 21st century while confronting the problems of 
consumerism. 
First, the church must define differences between oversight and order in the life of 
the church. Order here means the establishment of the systems, both administrative and 
discipleship, that organize the life of the church. Oversight is characterized by the 
ongoing management of those systems. Ordained Elders in the UMC are set apart for the 
“ordering” of the life of the church. Ordering is too often framed entirely around the 
administrative functions of the church or the programmatic content of the local church. 
Rather than clergy ordering the life of the church alone, the laity could assume stronger 
roles for the oversight of local congregations.169 This is more than splitting hairs. 
Consider the earliest days of the Methodist movement in which the Discipline and the 
General Rules spelled out the systems and structures through which the ministry of the 
church occurs. In the circuit rider’s absence, class leaders and stewards (laity in charge of 
societies in the absence of clergy) would provide oversight to the work of the church. 
Laity were not responsible for the systems themselves or for the substance and nature of 
the class meeting. Laity also did not order the life of the society. Not even the circuit 
rider performed that function. It was the General Conference and the other conferences 
that set these systems in place. Yet, laity helped give societies and class meetings the 
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very ethos of their own congregations in much the same way as congregations have 
different cultures and practices today.  
When clergy occupy the place of order and oversight together, the result is 
“funnel effect” through which everything must move. Complete deference to the role of 
the elder in both order and oversight runs the risk of marginalizing laity and excluding 
the modern United Methodist deacon from a meaningful role within the local church. By 
embracing a more mutual exchange of order and oversight between clergy and laity, the 
role of a laity and development of their leadership can be fully realized.170 Small group 
leadership, administrative systems, discipleship pathways, visioning frameworks all 
require systems to provide order to the life of the church. Clergy are engaged in 
contextualizing and implementing each of these with the laity. The clergy, both elders 
and deacons, may even have some role in oversight and ongoing maintenance. However, 
laity can occupy the place of oversight in each of these areas as well. Oversight is more 
than the maintenance of these functions. Local churches, as the best expression of 
Methodism, are led through a mutual and shared responsibility between clergy and 
laity.171 
Second, the engagement of the laity in leadership development is foundational to 
reclaiming lay leadership in the life of the church. The class meeting provides an 
 
170 Charles Robert Bruce, “Testing a Modified Wesleyan Model of Class-Meetings in a Modern Setting as a 
Means of Increasing Lay Activity and Participation” (DMin Thesis, Drew University, Theological School, 
1985). 
171 Zeni Fox, New Ecclesial Ministry: Lay Professionals Serving the Church, Revised & Expanded 




effective space to develop mature spiritually grounded leadership. Too often, the clergy 
perspective on potential lay leadership becomes overly myopic since potential lay leaders 
appear only through the lens of the clergy. Individual clergy culture, theological 
framework, and life experiences will often homogenize the leadership potential of the 
laity around them. In a similar fashion, this myopic vision of leadership may extend to 
the laity as well with a closed exclusive group of homogenous self-perpetuating lay 
leaders. Laity should have a nuanced and legitimate place where they can raise up 
potential leaders in class meetings, mission projects, or other expressions of ministry. 
Alan Hirsch describes how the capacity to develop networks of leaders in early 
Methodism was a hallmark of its capacity to multiply leadership at the most essential and 
basic level. Hirsch states, “the favored structure of dynamic apostolic movements is that 
of the more fluid, decentralized, adaptive network, where power and function are 
dispersed throughout the organization, even at its outer edges.”172 Neil Cole describes 
this as a process of moving the church more and more toward small networks of people 
that can multiply organically.173 The capacity to develop leaders in small groups is 
historically part of the Methodist heritage of the class meeting. Reclaiming a laity-
developing-laity approach for leadership requires cutting through institutional controls 
intended to systematize leadership selection through a UMC congregation’s nominating 
committee. Yet, care must be taken to refresh lay leadership with new persons who bring 
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different and enriching gifts to the work. By developing and curating leaders in the class 
meeting setting, such as a small group, leaders know to keep a keen and prayerful eye to 
emerging leaders in their midst. The best outcome is a diverse group of laity working in 
partnership with clergy to identify, develop, and invite an inclusive body of lay leaders 
who are spiritually grounded in their faith. 
Third, laity must find pathways to engage their larger communities. The General 
Rules required laity in the early Methodist class meeting to make donations to mission 
and to serve in some capacity through acts of mercy and compassion.174 From prison 
visitation to health care, early Methodists were engaged in the “sending” movement as 
part of the missio Dei. We award pastors for community missions, acts of mercy, and 
other efforts at social justice. Re-engagement of the laity in the missio Ecclesiae will 
have them be engaged in the community in the way that represents to broad gifts of the 
congregation. 
One such church in the California-Nevada Annual Conference, the Los Altos 
UMC, in Los Altos, CA has taken this call seriously with the implementation of the 
Changemaker Initiative through the Ashoka Foundation.175 The church has trained and 
empowered laity to tackle new ministries engaged with homeless youth, human 
trafficking, technology addiction, and many other issues. Each of these is led by a lay 
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person. This new Wesleyan model for lay leadership must incarnate new ways of 
engaging the laity in the work of engaging the larger community. 
Finally, the new model requires lay leadership to embrace and foster a more 
outward focus in the life of the church. The ordained clergy are too few to fully engage in 
reaching out to the local communities surrounding local churches. Lay leadership that 
develops new leaders and engages in social justice are the very apostolic leaders required 
for the 21st century church. While clergy itinerate from location to location, the laity 
continue to live, work, and play in their own community. Laity must engage in the 
mysterious work of discerning where the missio Dei is happening in their world and seek 
ways to join it. The laity are required to embody apostolic behaviors.176 It is for this 
reason that the engagement in the class meeting or its equivalent is needed. The work of 
discernment requires a spiritual aptitude that is developed in the class meeting or its 
equivalent. Beginning with the simple work of the small group or class meeting the laity 
can carve a space for effective engagement in the “drawing and sending” movement of 
the church. The apostolic behavior of an empowered laity will lay the foundation for a 
church with a robust missional ecclesiology. 
A Methodist Ecclesiology of Mission 
The new Wesleyan model for leadership, and the respective roles of clergy and 
laity require clarification concerning missional ecclesiology. According to Elaine 
Robinson, “the missio Dei institutes the missiones ecclesiae.”177 Therefore, a new 
 
176 Alexander et al., “A Call to Action,” 5. 




missional ecclesiology is needed to change the flawed consumeristic model that has 
infiltrated the church, professionalizing the work of the church for clergy and leaving the 
laity to consume its religious goods and services. The General Rules framed the model 
around the class meeting with its expression in clergy who empower laity for their 
apostolic ministry in the places where they live, work, and play. A potential new 
missional ecclesiology has three distinct pillars which are 1) apostolic community, 2) 
apostolic leadership, 3) and apostolic behaviors which will be now explored. 
Mark Teasdale moves us toward a definition of apostolic community based in the 
work of John Wesley who used the word “apostolic” infrequently. According to 
Teasdale, Wesley understood apostolic to have three essential meanings: “1) the 
construction, or polity, of the church, 2) the content of the message that the church was 
preaching, and 3) the drive to convert people to the Christian faith through evangelistic 
ministry.”178 While Teasdale parses these three expressions of “apostolic” from Wesley, 
the pillar of apostolic community is missing. We find only the approximation of an 
apostolic community in the church’s construction itself. The alignment of the apostolic 
community to the work of evangelism is even more unclear.  In most of these cases 
Teasdale frames the apostolic with reference to office rather than behaviors consistent 
with a community.179 
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The frame of the first pillar of apostolic community is in the quintessentially 
Protestant understanding of the priesthood of all believers.180 The apostolic community 
bears the marks of a flat organization that focuses on smaller communities, making up a 
larger community. The local church community must bear marks of small communities 
such as small groups, affinity gatherings, study groups, or other micro-communities as 
part of a larger whole. While most larger communities are comprised of smaller parts, the 
emphasis should be placed on the importance of these smaller groups to the life of the 
local church. Each of these smaller communities are like networks organized around 
various affinities designed for the spiritual growth and engagement of all persons. These 
smaller groups become potent settings for laity to explore their own leadership.  
A missional ecclesiology seeks to understand the church as a gathering of smaller 
communities forming intimate relationships. This was the very definition of the 
Methodist movement for nearly 200 years with class meetings forming societies or 
eventually churches, which were part of a circuit, in a district, and finally the conference. 
The very nature of apostolic community is that it is connectional. From the smallest 
community to the largest, the sense of vision and call is robust throughout the connection.  
United Methodists have too long understood the connection purely as an 
institutional framework. However, the best practices of connectionalism are in the 
networks that people create as an extension of their discipleship which was an essential 
feature in Wesley’s vision. The networks grow in simple conversation, which is always 
 




seeking new partners and new fellowships.181 They not only feed the perceived needs of 
human beings, but also their spiritual needs and the need each has for the gospel of God’s 
saving grace. Each member of the church, lay and clergy, become priests and facilitators 
of that grace, which balances the drawing and sending nature of the missio Dei. 
According to Hirsch, these communities draw people out from their instinct to “huddle 
and cuddle” into a common mission of seeking that missio Dei.182 Apostolic behaviors 
will create smaller communities that grow more as organic networks. 
Teasdale finds pathways for John Wesley’s affirmation of the second pillar of this 
missional ecclesiology - apostolic leadership. As cited in Chapter One, the Book of 
Discipline aligns the term apostolic to apostolic succession. Teasdale finds the same to be 
true in contemporary UMC analysis of ordained leadership.183 He asserts, if the 
functional definition of apostolic leadership is with the clergy, then others may not easily 
find a place to inhabit apostolic behaviors. While laity often find pathways to apostolic 
practices, they struggle to find full validation and legitimacy for this effort given the 
church’s structural alignment between the clergy and the notion of apostolic. Teasdale 
affirms this inequity in apostolic authority outside clergy leadership, since the church’s 
ability to engage in social justice is weakened by virtue of the loss of its apostolic 
practices with the laity.184  
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Elaine Heath describes the democratization of apostolic leadership to the whole 
church as part of a new monasticism. In her words, “[we] want…butts out of pews, into 
the neighborhood, transforming the world. Especially among the poor.”185 While Heath 
may address one mark of apostolic community, she notes that the leadership required for 
this movement comes from pews as much as it comes from pulpits. These small 
communities must have the capacity to cultivate and identify leadership in their midst for 
multiplication to occur. This multiplication of leadership on the smallest of scales 
inculcates the entire larger congregation which is drawn into community and sent out in 
mission. Apostolic behaviors democratize leadership everywhere with focused 
dedication, as if in pursuit of a God who is already at work in mission. 
The third pillar of this missional ecclesiology is apostolic development. If this 
missional ecclesiology is grounded on the synergy of “drawing and sending” as Newbigin 
describes, the church must celebrate the development of apostolic practices at every level 
of the life of the church.186 Announcements in local churches about the need for 
volunteers rings loud and clear all too often. Yet how seldom do we hear stories of those 
great people who said “yes” to an opportunity to serve or be in leadership?  
If the heart of the church is in its drawing and sending, those practices must be 
affirmed and celebrated as part of the community life. Apostolic practices are normative 
and not celebrated as exceptional. The church acknowledges them as expected, not 
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special. Affirmation of apostolic practices will increase those practices, as does any 
behavior subject to positive reinforcement. The Apostle Paul often celebrates the work of 
Barnabas, Silas, Apollos, Timothy, Prisca, Lydia, and so many others for their leadership 
and partnership in the missio Dei. If we are to develop more apostolic practices, we must 
affirm the ones we already see, even if they are only an approximation of those 
behaviors. New rituals that honor and commission the laity for ministry would allow for 
these opportunities to celebrate broadly desired practices. Apostolic behaviors celebrate 
the development and growth of others as they join that work of drawing and sending. 
Wesleyan Community as Antidote for Consumerism 
Consumerist attitudes, with its focus on meeting one’s own needs, is often 
suspicious of institutional systems and structures that invite broad dedication. The 
connectional nature of the United Methodist Church often runs afoul of consumer culture 
for this very reason. Laity and clergy often verbalize a desire to establish a quid pro quo 
as part of the apportionment-based system of connectionalism. For example, people often 
assume that financial giving to the larger denomination, as in the form of apportionments, 
warrants an equal or greater amount of resourcing returned to local churches. This narrow 
definition limits the capacity of the connectional system to build relationships among 
local churches. The local churches of the UMC hold the notion of offering funds toward a 
larger mission and ministry with some suspicion.187 Consumerism and connectionalism 
are held as contrasts with each other. Consumerism tends to foster a more congregational 
 




polity where authority and influence find their telos within the congregation. 
Connectionalism invites a local church to envision itself as one of many somewhat like a 
franchise of the larger denomination. Connectionalism may offer a vital pathway out of 
consumerism. Congregations chiefly experience connectionalism in a transactional 
relationship of apportionments and appointment of pastors. They often lack a more 
nuanced global perspective of the larger mission and ministry they share as part of a 
connectional church. 
The new Wesleyan model of apostolic practices can shift this perspective. 
Connectionalism is a form of capacity-building for large and small communities. By 
banding together in leadership and by distributing authority, participants can view the 
larger whole. This vision of “upscaling” apostolic practices for new ministries and new 
ventures engages the larger body of the church in comprehending the various ways in 
which the church engages in its connectional ministry. To capture this vision, laity and 
clergy must find pathways toward the apostolic practices enumerated here. When small 
group members witness the mitosis or multiplication of their small group, or when local 
congregations engage in launching a new ministry to engage additional people, they 
immediately see the capacity of ministry in a connectional setting.  
I argue that the primary reason many United Methodists are not “connectional” is 
that they see extraordinarily little of the church’s apostolic practices in their own 
congregation. Engagement of a small group or a local church in apostolic practices to 




expression.188 In doing so, consumerism erodes as a result of practices designed for the 
benefit of those beyond the boundaries of their own community. 
Apostolic practices confront consumerism and democratize the missio Dei by the 
dynamic witness of spiritually mature leadership. The United Methodist Church has not 
done itself any favors by muddying the waters in its variety of certifications for lay 
ministry. Lay Servant Minsters who are confusingly distinct from Certified Lay Ministers 
is only one example of how the institutional church cannot or does not recognize and 
release the laity for vital mission and ministry at an organic level.  
These visions fall short of realizing mature lay persons who, according to Elaine 
Heath, are prepared to engage in the deepest forms of transformational leadership.189 
What must be called out here is that the local church will continue to lack these 
transformational leaders, who must first and foremost be transformed by the living Christ, 
without structural forms of faithful discipleship. The linkage between faithful 
discipleship and missional engagement must be the heartbeat of this new Wesleyan 
movement.190 These settings for discipleship become the very ecosystems that can create 
vital leadership with a readiness to engage in apostolic practices. Thus, a class meeting or 
small group can engage people in the apostolic practices described here: 
1. Spiritually grounded leadership 
2. Clergy who empower the laity 
3. Laity who accept their empowerment 
4. Creation of small organic communities 
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5. Democratized leadership everywhere 
6. Celebration of the development and growth of others 
 
If consumerism is chiefly driven by individualism, the notion of community-
building is an opportunity to establish a new narrative of the 21st century church. The 
explosion of social media in its ever-evolving forms allow for a new type of community 
building that is redefining what human community can be.191 In this digital age, the 
varied degrees of alienation and isolation faced by individuals is fostering a new 
commitment to community. Julie Anne Lytle describes this new formation of community 
as a fourth incarnation of how the church engages others in sharing the message in new 
mediums.192 According to Lytle a healthy ecology of the digital age can, “engage in 
sustained critical conversations connecting personal stories with God’s story.”193 Lytle’s 
work is based on Thomas Groome’s approach to Shared Christian Praxis. Groome 
defines this as, “a participative and dialogical pedagogy on which people reflect critically 
on their own historical agency in time and place and on their socio-cultural reality.”194 
The places where these conversations can happen, either physically or virtually, are 
spaces where community can be forged in a new way. The landscape of engaging in 
community has perhaps never been broader and more accessible than it is today.  
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While many congregations have championed small group spiritual formation, the 
Wesleyan class meeting seems to have potential well-suited for spiritual formation in the 
digital age. Whether online or in person, the capacity of the Wesleyan class meeting to 
summon forth the beginning of “kenotic” values of sharing and mutuality provides a 
foundation for countering the narratives of religious consumerism. The historic and 
current class meeting gathering is not reliant on the expertise of the individual in 
theological or biblical studies. Leadership focuses on community building, storytelling, 
and mutual accountability.195 The isolation found in consumerism is counter-balanced by 
engagement in relational community found in the class meeting and in larger 
congregational settings. Rather than appealing to the felt needs and wants of the 
individual, the class meeting beckons participants to share mutually with one another.  
 
Fijian Witness as a Positive Deviance 
 Turning to the potential of a Wesleyan model for a particular context, the 
California-Nevada Annual Conference of the United Methodist Church (CNUMC) is 
comprised of 340 local churches crossing a span from Crescent City, California, in the far 
northwest corner of the state to as far east as Ely, Nevada, which traverses a distance of 
732 miles. Within this geography are hundreds of rural communities and several large 
metropolitan areas such as San Francisco, San Jose, Fresno, and two state capitals in 
Reno and Sacramento. The CNUMC has a variety of ministries speaking dozens of 
 




different languages. The CNUMC does have a unique relationship with the Fijian 
community.  
In a rich partnership defined as part of the bi-lateral agreement between the Fijian 
Methodist Church and the CNUMC, Fijians within the bounds of the CNUMC choose not 
to organize as part of the Fijian Methodist Church but as part of the UMC.196 I argue that 
the Fijian congregations within the bounds of the CNUMC represent a “positive 
deviance” in their apostolic practices. The unique ecclesiology and missiology of these 
Fijian congregations contains a normative ideal that can be adopted by congregations of 
other cultures.  
The identification of Fijians as a potential expression of a Positive Deviance also 
invites their practice and culture into a place of influence. Fijians are not unique among 
immigrant groups who exhibit apostolic practices. Fijians, as any other non-white ethnic 
group, can invite the church to confront how white supremacy continues to influence the 
broader ecosystems of congregations and denominations. For example, in the CNUMC, 
the systems organized for congregational development include a committee responsible 
for new congregations called the Committee on New and Vital Congregations (CNVC), 
and another committee called the Committee on Ethnic Ministries and Outreach 
(CCEMO) that is comprised of sub-groups for various ethnic communities.197 Both 
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groups advance the same efforts but only the Committee on New and Vital 
Congregations has leadership and financial resources that vastly outweigh the Committee 
on Ethnic Ministries and Outreach. The CNVC is the normative dominant-culture system 
for starting new churches. The CCEMO works from the margins with little capacity to 
shape strategic outcomes. Institutional racism is apparent in how these systems and 
structures work. The selection of Fijians as a Positive Deviance not only affirms their 
missional ecclesiology but also attempts to address these systems of imbalance as a 
means of dismantling white supremacy through a relational methodology. 
I will turn now to explore the theory of Positive Deviance and its capacity to 
identify healthy traits within the context of the CNUMC. In closing, I will explore the 
ecclesiology and missiology of these congregations toward a vision of how Fijian 
congregations potentially embody the apostolic practices identified in Chapter One. 
Defining a Positive Deviance 
Positive Deviance Theory is a global development tool that is “based on the 
observation that in every community there are certain individuals or groups whose 
uncommon behaviors and strategies enable them to find better solutions to problems than 
their peers, while having access to the same resources and facing similar or worse 
challenges.”198 Pioneered by Monique and Jerry Sternin, Positive Deviance Theory 
suggests that the answer to some of the most vexing problems in social and scientific 
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development can best be discovered by some of the most unlikely innovators.199 These 
innovators are indigenous to the actual problems faced by their peers. The solutions to 
these vexing problems emerge from individuals and communities facing the same 
constraints and conditions.  
The Sternins first observed the power of Positive Deviance when addressing the 
issues of malnutrition in small Vietnamese villages. Within these villages, most children 
suffered from malnutrition, living only on paltry amounts of rice water. Yet there were a 
few families in the same village whose children appeared to be healthier. By studying 
these healthier families, the Sternins were able to observe that the addition of small 
prawns and local growing wild spinach to their diet significantly changed the health 
patterns of children.200  
The defining feature of Positive Deviance Theory is how these practices are 
imparted from one group to another. Rather than simply study and then teach the 
practices themselves, the Sternin’s brokered relationships between the healthy families 
and the malnourished ones in each village. The result was a 40% reduction of 
malnutrition in less than three months.201 Positive Deviance Theory focuses on capacity 
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building among indigenous peoples to solve their own vexing problems through a process 
of peer-based learning.202 
The emergence of Positive Deviance Theory has ushered in a new movement of 
collaboration to address a host of issues.203 Communities large and small are using the 
Sternin’s method to address the same issues of malnutrition in a variety of locations 
across the globe. The Dular Program in India is adopting the same practices to address 
malnutrition with the same results the Sternins experienced in Vietnam.204 Positive 
Deviance Theory is also finding applications in contexts where variance exist in 
professional practice with increased effectiveness. One example is in healthcare 
organizations, specifically nursing.205 In one such study, hospitals with higher rates of 
hospital-based infections were engaged in the practice of Positive Deviance by being 
paired with hospitals that had a much lower case of hospital-based infections.206 In this 
particular study, the cross-training of nurses by their own peers from other hospitals 
produced significant changes in practices that happened to be cause of a significant 
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amount of infections.207 The capacity of Positive Deviance Theory is virtually limitless 
since it is not bound to the utilization of outside assets.  
The Sternins suggest that the insertion of outside influence in creating the peer-
based relationships impairs the sustainability of the solutions found through Positive 
Deviance Theory.208 In the case of the nursing profession, hospitals should not 
systematize or resource the lessons between groups of nurses from two different agencies 
Moon Joung Kim and Jin Nam Choi have considered this dynamic of diminished 
outside leadership in Positive Deviance Theory, concluding that undue pressure from 
outside influences squelches the risk-taking capacity required for Positive Deviance 
Theory.209 In their examination of 293 members of different working groups utilizing 
Positive Deviance Theory, the groups that experienced the least amount of third-party 
supervisory engagement (similar to the very limited role of the Sternins in Vietnam) took 
the greater risks in engaging and adopting the “improved” practices of other more 
effective workgroups. Kim and Choi’s conclusions are important since they point to the 
role of outside leadership in Positive Deviance Theory as that of observer and broker. 
The external agent/leader is useful to identify the “deviance” between two different 
groups or individuals and to engage the groups together around the stated deviance. They 
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found that when leadership attempted to direct or structure, the result was a diminished 
impartation of practices from the more effective workgroup to the other.210 
Positive Deviance Theory may well be a means of engaging Fijian congregations 
with congregations from other cultures and communities. An examination of the 340 
churches of the CNUMC reveal that Fijian congregations have multiplied and grown at a 
pace far greater than many other congregations in the CNUMC.211 Of course, factors 
concerning immigration patterns will have an effect on the growth of these Fijian 
congregations.212 Bo Lim suggests, however, that the patterns of displacement found in 
immigration often fuel increased practices of “drawing and sending” as defined by 
Newbigin.213 Lim argues that immigrant communities, who are longing for identity, 
hunger for a sense of community (drawing) and a desire to reach others with that same 
sense of community (sending.)  
The experience of immigration as a form of “exile” draws immigrant 
communities together in ways that majority cultural groups may not. However, that very 
same drive of the Fijian immigrant community offers a host of practices that are foreign 
to non-immigrant groups. Do immigrant groups have a capacity to share their apostolic 
practices formed in the “exilic” journey of immigration, in this case the Fijian people 
migrating from Fiji into the CNUMC? Nicolette Manglos-Webster affirms that cultural 
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groups, such as the Ghanaian people in her study, possess this capacity as part of building 
“social trust.”214 Mark Labberton argues the importance of learning from immigrant 
groups, who have experienced this “exile” and have a unique capacity to share practices 
with once-dominant cultural groups who have lost their cultural capital.215 Labberton 
demonstrates that the once-dominant Christian church in America must assume new 
teachers from immigrant and marginalized communities as they now are the “keepers” of 
the church’s new ecclesiology and missiology in the 21st century since the church in 
America has entered a cultural “exile” of its own.216 Thus, Fijians would enter the fray of 
the racial tensions and the disposition of American culture toward white supremacy. 
Unique practices of Fijian congregations correspond to the needed apostolic 
practices required by other congregations.217 Positive Deviance Theory has already 
displayed its capacity to cross boundaries of discipline (healthcare, nutrition, business 
working groups, etc.), but at the heart of this project is whether Positive Deviance Theory 
can be used to share apostolic practices between Fijian congregations and other 
congregations. Before considering how Fijian congregations embody these defined 
apostolic practices, a careful examination of Fijian ecclesiology and missiology will be 
presented. 
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Fijian Methodist Ecclesiology and Missiology 
 The Fijian Methodist Church frames the ecclesiology and missiology of Fijian 
congregations in the United States. The first British missionaries arrived in Fiji in 1835 
and brought with them the Methodist expression of Protestant Christianity.218 These 
missionaries encountered a tribal culture framed by two forces held in balance; one being 
local priests and the other tribal leaders called chiefs. The priests claimed to mediate the 
power of mana meaning “spirit” or “power.” The chiefs largely laid claim to vanua, 
which literally means “land” but more appropriately means “community” of the land. 
With the arrival of Methodist missionaries who had traveled from Tonga, the collision 
between priests and the missionaries loomed large.219 Rather than claim to be a new 
incarnation of the priests, the missionaries identified themselves as representing lotu, 
which is a Tongan word meaning “worship” or “church.” The early missionaries also did 
not use of the word mana as it was loaded with “superstitious” meanings.220 Over a brief 
period and with increasing efforts of the missionaries, the church’s presence took the 
place of the local priests. Thus, the tension in Fiji after several decades of missionary 
work, became one between lotu (church) and vanua (chief/community.) Mike Tomlinson 
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draws the conclusion that the balancing of this tension is key to the larger metacultural 
narrative of Fijian Christianity.221  
Fiji has two primary ethnic groups with the first being the indigenous Fijian 
people who make up two-thirds of the population. The other ethnic group is Indo-Fijians 
who were imported to the island as slave laborers during the 18th and 19th century. 
Descendants of these Indian slave laborers are 57 percent Sanatan Dharma (Hindu).222 
Tensions between lotu and vanua are largely held in the native Fijian population. Fijian 
Christians who have migrated to the United States are native Fijians who bring their 
Methodist legacy with them along with the tensions between lotu and vanua.223  
An important component of the Fijian Methodist Church that exists in the United 
States is the relationship of the appointed pastor to the church community. Both in Fiji 
and in the U.S., the minister (talatala) is regarded as an itinerant sojourner. Tomlinson 
states that, “the rotational system keeps the lotu [pastor] perpetually dependent on the 
vanua, since the lotu is represented by an outsider.”224 Without readily acknowledging it, 
the early Methodist missionaries represented an ecclesiology regarding the itinerant 
minister that meshed perfectly with the Fijian social order between the lotu represented 
by the pastor and vanua represented by the chief as the figurehead of community.  
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The role of clergy and laity in the opening days of the Methodist movement 
provided a careful balance between the appointed itinerant minister and the steward of 
the society or the class meeting. Fijian cultural systems resulted in a relationship between 
clergy and laity that remained untainted by rampant consumerism. The separation 
between the lotu (pastor/church) and the vanua (community/parish) was clear. In the 
Fijian churches in the CNUMC the same relationships exist in the hierarchy of the 
appointed clergy person (talatala qase) and the “steward” (tuirara) of the church 
community itself. However, key in this tension is how the talatala qase defers to tuirara 
in matters of community life. Effective pastoral leaders in Fiji and the U.S. know that the 
ultimate authority in the life of the church is tuirara as an extension of the vanua. Simply 
put, the community leader, a layperson, is the one who wields authority in the life of the 
community, not the clergy person. 
Development of lay leadership within Fijian communities has a clear hierarchy.  
Only at a certain point in their developmental process do these leaders face two divergent 
paths one leading toward lotu (church) and the other vanua (chief/tribe.) Membership in 
the Fijian Methodist Church and Fijian churches in the U.S. follow the same framework 
of leadership development. Those who become “converts” to the church are first engaged 
in a small class meeting as part of the historic Wesleyan class meeting. Fijians identify 
individuals for leadership capacity of the small group itself. Leadership positions affirm a 





If the person is from an established family of the community or is directly a 
family member of the steward (tuirara) they move toward “chiefly” leadership in the 
community and only by the assent of the larger community.225 However, if their 
leadership displays markers for service in the lotu, namely preaching, they are given 
leadership as “assistants” by leading the prayer meetings or chain prayers of the church. 
Responsibility is offered for conducting the meetings and for a short meditation/sermon 
as part of the gatherings. The appointed pastor (talatala qase) usually never presides at 
these smaller gatherings. Once the leader is established through their class meeting and 
leadership of the prayer gatherings, they then can move toward qualification as an 
assistant pastor known as a Vakatawa.  
The leadership of the Vakatawa is still regarded as a form of lay leadership but 
requires a significant amount of training by the minister and by the larger denomination. 
At Sunday services, it is often the Vakatawa who preaches the sermon rather than the 
appointed pastor. The pastor (talatala qase) usually preaches on communion Sundays or 
once per quarter.226 However, aside from preaching and sacerdotal leadership, the 
steward, who represents the community (vanua), organizes community life, class 
meetings, prayer groups and otherwise “oversees” the community life of the church. The 
steward makes announcements regarding congregational activities in worship and 
functions as the greeter (host) at church gatherings. Of note, at the ritual of Kava circle, it 
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is the steward who is seated “high” in the circle above that of the pastor/minister.227 The 
hierarchy of leadership in the church (lotu) is as the following: 
Convert – Class Meeting Membership (Lay) 
Leader – Class Meeting Leader (Lay) 
Assistant Vakatawa – Prayer Meeting Leader (Lay) 
Vakatawa – Assistant Pastor (Lay) 
Minister – Appointed Pastor (Clergy) 
 
A common misunderstanding among non-Fijians is that Vakatawas are lay leaders. While 
they occupy the “highest” office of lay leadership, the leader of the community (laity) is 
actually the steward, who is held in higher regard within the church community itself.228 
An additional complexity facing Fijians in the UMC is that their offices of lay leadership 
do not conform to the systems and structures of UMC ecclesiology. While Fijian 
congregations secure their training in the UMC through certifications such as Lay Servant 
Ministry or Certified Lay Ministry, program curricular content and the associated 
credentialing do not correspond well to the Fijian ecclesial structure. For example, there 
is no position in the UMC of an “Assistant Pastor” such as the Vakatawa. The attempted 
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Table 2.1: Fijian Ecclesial Alignment to UMC 
Fijian Ecclesial Office UMC Credentials 
Class Meeting Participant Church Membership 
Class Meeting Leader Lay Servant Ministry 
Assistant Vakatawa Lay Servant Ministry- 
   Advanced Certificate 
Vakatawa Certified Lay Ministry 
Appointed Pastor Licensed Local Pastor - 
Ordained 
 
In conversations with Fijian clergy leaders in the CNUMC, the missiological 
practice of Fijian churches is quite clear. When a new region for Fijian ministry is 
discerned in the U.S., a team is assembled to meet with Fijians in the new or prospective 
community. The appointed pastor, the Vakatawa, and the steward all gather to convene a 
meeting with the potential steward in a new community. Often the recognized steward in 
the community will invite the triad to meet to discuss the launching of a new community 
of faith. The missiological drive for this movement flows from the recognition that only 
laity can rightly organize a new community of faith.  
Rather than rely on a clergy church planter, the drive to expand and multiply of 
the church is accomplished by the steward who, as a lay person, is outside the leadership 
development trajectory of those in preaching/leadership work. Laity drive the 
multiplication and growth rather than the clergy.229 The role of the laity in church 
planting is at the very heart of this thesis. The following is a careful treatment of how the 
 




ecclesiology and missiology of the Fijian church reveals a convergence with the 
previously defined apostolic practices. 
 
Apostolic Practices of Fijian Communities in Context 
 Fijian congregations, like many immigrant congregations, often display practices 
consistent with an effective missional ecclesiology. In this section, I focus on the six 
named apostolic practices and how each is embodied in congregations with a robust 
missional ecclesiology in the Wesleyan tradition. 
Spiritually grounded leadership 
Embedded in the ecclesiology of the Fijian church is the dedication to ongoing 
spiritual growth through the Class Meeting patterned after Wesley’s original format, 
which was introduced by missionaries.230 These Class Meetings function as the 
fundamental building block of Fijian congregations, both in Fiji and in the U.S., similar 
to  their Polynesian counterparts (Tongan and Samoan). The Fijian church functions in a 
clan/tribal system that has a propensity toward these smaller groups for intimacy and 
spiritual development.231 The Class Meeting becomes a place for greater spiritual 
oversight and a means of gaining clarity concerning those who have leadership capacities 
that are, by necessity, spiritually grounded.232 Many immigrant communities offer small 
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groups such as the Class Meeting to maintain a sense of social order and cultural 
memory.233 Regardless of how this practice shapes immigrant communities, an eye 
toward identifying spiritually grounded leadership is focused on persons with emerging 
potential. The focus on developing spiritual grounded leaders is largely dependent on the 
patriarchal systems inherit in Fijian culture. While a valuable nuance of the Fijian Class 
Meeting, the practice of identifying emerging leadership is limited to males. Cultivating 
leaders from mature discipleship supports the continued faith formation of future senior 
leaders as minsters, Vakatawas, or Stewards. Spiritual formation and maturity are 
fundamental in establishing any form of missional ecclesiology and apostolic drive to 
multiply and expand the church.234 
Clergy who empower the laity 
Building on their Fijian heritage, pastors understand their role in the community 
with clarity. As persons mature in ministry as part of the lotu¸ clergy are called to create 
offices for laity but are also required to create transformative opportunities to equip lay 
persons for ministry. Fijian clergy place a focus on their work of equipping and teaching 
emerging leadership. Presiding at weddings, communion, and baptism is strictly the work 
of the ordained clergy. However, funerals, small groups, prayer meetings, chain prayers, 
and other congregational rites including preaching mostly fall to the laity.235 With so 
many responsibilities by laity, it falls to the clergy to provide theological and spiritual 
 
233 Chilcote, “Missio Dei,” 33. 
234 Teasdale, “Apostolic Methodism,” 259. 




formation as part of leadership development in Fijian churches. Yet in these Fijian 
communities there is also space to enlarge the scope of leadership beyond traditional 
male-centered roles. As an example, Fijian culture embraces a complementarian view of 
leadership along understood gender roles. Fijians could expand the vision even further if 
paired in a mutual relationship with a congregation that has a more egalitarian leadership 
system. 
 Lovett Weems affirms that laity find great value in being validated and equipped 
for ministry by their respective clergy.236 Weems suggests that this work has been 
abandoned too long by clergy who need to consider a return to this work of equipping the 
laity as one of their primary tasks. Craig Ott argues that, only through the engagement of 
laity, can there be any hope to engage in robust church planting and multiplication.237 
Fijian churches have demonstrated behaviors of growth and multiplication due to the 
leadership of the laity. 
Laity who accept their empowerment 
Paul Loffler’s circa 1960’s vision of laity empowered to carry out the ministry of 
the church is demonstrated in the Fijian context.238 The Fijian church designs its ecclesial 
structure with laity at the center of community life in the position of the steward. The 
steward (tuirara) is more analogous to the office of the lay leader in any UMC. Yet, 
outside of the Fijian context, few lay leaders in local churches consider themselves as the 
 
236 Weems, Griffith, and Ashcroft, Pastoral Leadership. 
237 Ott, Global Church Planting, 268. 




primal leader of their church or have responsibility for organizing the vast array of 
activities and opportunities in congregational life. While the Fijian model of the 
“steward” may be beyond the reach of the normative 21st century United Methodist 
Church, the number of places for lay leadership in the Fijian congregation are substantial 
and worthy of attention. Many of these existing structures in the UMC are designed to 
distribute leadership among the laity, including rotational terms, to mitigate against 
unhealthy patters of power and authority. A rotational system of leadership in the midst 
of a tribal congregation is a tension that must be held and, at the least, recognized. 
With each office for leadership, there is a clear pathway for training and 
leadership development, which foster a culture of community ownership of the church.239 
Having clarity about systems for discipleship and service for laity, the Fijian church 
displays a robust apostolic practice. The reality of lay leadership is not exceptional in the 
Fijian congregation. It is normative. It affords multiple pathways toward the 
multiplication of leadership with increasing responsibility for “drawing and sending.”240 
Nowhere is this more evident than in the work of preaching and sermon-crafting. In the 
tradition of Fijians, laity assume most of the preaching work of the congregation, with the 
appointed pastor preaching on particular occasions.241 The use by Fijian UMC 
congregations of the Lay Servant Ministry program of the UMC gives them the 
opportunity to certify lay persons for this work.  
 
239 Po, “God’s Creative Mission,” 63. 
240 Fox, New Ecclesial Ministry, 69. 




Creation of small organic communities 
Methodism frames the heart of apostolic behaviors around smaller groups of 
engagement such as the class meeting. That class meeting has a scalability toward the 
Methodist Society (local church), district, and annual conference. As Teasdale has 
already noted, the UMC structures intend to make it a connectional expression of an 
apostolic movement.242 Teasdale names this formation as one of the key factors for 
conversion in the understanding of John Wesley, “He [Wesley] wanted to see the world 
transformed through apostolic ministry planting new church communities.”243  
In Fijian ecclesiology, the entire ecosystem of the church is built on the smaller 
gathering of class meetings, chain prayers, and other small contexts. It is common for 
Fijians in a new community first to gather in a small group under the leadership of 
steward until they reach a point of wanting to scale their community upward. At this 
point, they invite the leaders of a nearby church (minister, Vakatawa, and steward) to 
meet with them to provide legitimacy and guidance in their growth. The Fijian model of 
growth focuses on multiplying smaller communities. Even in Fiji, congregations rarely 
expand past 100 persons.244 To grow a congregation beyond this size is countercultural 
since it eviscerates the church’s capacity to remain relational with distributed leadership. 
Fijians would rather see 10 congregations of 100 people than one congregation of 1,000. 
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Democratize leadership everywhere 
A healthy apostolic church distributes leadership rather than centralizing.245 
Distribution allows for the entire community to have a shared, broad-based missional 
focus. Those charged with the work are not measured in their ministry by the rising or 
falling of various performance indicators. This dedication to community-based leadership 
is key if the congregation will grasp a sense of shared mission.246 Fijian members of the 
community understand their shared ownership of the church’s mission even though not 
all are called leaders. The Fijian church charters the steward with ensuring that the 
various ministries of the church are organized and led well, but also that each person in 
the community has clarity about how they may engage in the community’s life. The 
leadership culture in Fijian church reinforces that each member of the congregation has a 
shared responsibility for serving the communal whole.247 Simply shifting leadership more 
toward the laity does not solve this issue of shared mission. It is, however, a vector of 
movement which provides a greater degree of balance between laity and clergy. 
Nowhere is leadership more imparted by the steward than at the Kava Circle. 
Kava is a communal drink that functions as a relaxant which functions differently than 
intoxication with alcohol. As the community gathers around the circle in a church’s 
fellowship hall (never in the sanctuary as the sanctuary is overseen by the lotu and the 
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fellowship hall is overseen by the vanua and thus, the steward), the steward sits at the 
place of most importance. Others gather in hierarchical order around the circle. During 
the Circle persons engage in conversation about the community and the needs it faces. 
The conversation can be casual and even humorous, but it is the opportunity for 
leadership and influence to be shared.248 The Kava Circle is a subject of discussion in 
modern Pacific Islander communities due to increased broad-based abuse of the herb 
(Piper methysticum) used to make Kava. The abuse of Kava by younger persons has 
resulted in a tax and potential ban on the substance.249  
As with other segments of the Fijian culture, women are traditionally barred from 
participating in the Kava Circle. Visiting women of status or leadership are sometimes 
invited to share in the Kava Circle in the CNUMC but the normative form of the Circle is 
restricted to men. Thus, more gender-inclusive cultural groups may have essential 
practices to share with Fijians regarding gender inclusion, which could emerge in a larger 
relational process. 
Celebrates the development and growth of others 
The Fijian church, with its many offices for lay leadership both through the lotu 
and the vanua, has several rites of passage and certifications for persons who serve in 
leadership. Rarely do Fijians announce “need” in a Fijian church. The Fijian church 
celebrates how needs have already been met through the development of others. Those 
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occasions in which the appointed pastor preaches are most often at an event celebrating 
leadership, rites of passage, or other milestones in the community. Fijian churches appear 
to live out perpetual affirmations of the capacity to “draw and send.” These celebrations 
affirm the desired behaviors in the community itself and offer continual affirmation of the 
Fijian community in its apostolic work and witness. 
 Fijian churches in the CNUMC embody many of these characteristics that they 
can potentially share with other communities of faith. In doing so, these Fijian churches 
are not only able share their apostolic practices, but can also receive legitimacy and 
influence in return within the larger systems of the UMC, which has too often excluded 
voices and faces of color from tables of influence.250 The potential sharing proposed in 
this project must cross barriers of culture and language, but also must cross the Rubicon 
of colonialism, power, and intercultural competence to be effective. Fijian engagement as 
part of any non-white ethnic group, possess the capacity to help shape a conversation 
surrounding white supremacy and racist ideologies. Fijians may also, in turn, benefit 
from the practices of other congregations which possess inclusive gender roles as well as 
a deep commitment to social holiness expressed in social justice. 
This chapter seeks to develop a vital missional ecclesiology expressed in an 
alternative Wesleyan model. By focusing on the role of the clergy and laity in shared 
apostolic ministry, this new model can offer the forms of a preferred narrative and a 
normative ideal in Fijian congregations along with others. My hope is that this model can 
 




become attainable for many existing faith communities on their journey toward becoming 
more fully apostolic. In the next chapter, attention turns toward the application of 
Positive Deviance Theory by establishing a method for Fijian congregations to share in a 
reciprocal relationship of growing with other congregations. Congregations can discover 
how to multiply faith communities to create a wide table, or a larger Kava Circle, for sake 





Chapter 3 – Bridging the Gap 
 
This chapter outlines a process for a Fijian congregation and partner congregation 
to engage with one another. This process will be one of generous impartation and 
contextual adoption, which are each grounded in a robust intercultural theology and 
incarnational relationships. This chapter also presents comprehensive goals and process 
for Fijian congregations to engage in a transformative relationship of mutuality with a 
congregation of a different culture(s) for the purposes of shared learning. The process 
itself, as outlined in the diagram, takes place over an 18-month period, and will be 
detailed at the close of this chapter.  
Figure 3.1 is an overview of the groups and settings involved in the process and 
should be considered a visual glossary. Portions of the diagram shaded “green” denote 
joint gatherings of Fijian and partner congregations. Portions in “blue” signify gatherings 
where each cultural group will meet separately. “Purple” signifies the influencers and 
values that advance the entire process. References will be made to Figure 3.1 throughout 






Figure 3.1: A Process of Generous Impartation and Contextual Adoption 
18-Month Engagement – 6 Apostolic Practices 
 
Positive Deviance Theory – Intercultural Theology – Incarnational Relationships  
Steering Committee 
Pastor(s), 4 Fijian Members, 4 Partner Members 
Intercultural Competence: Share in Group IDI as Part of Leadership Team 
Incarnational Relationship: Convene Congregational Gatherings &  
Pair with Counterpart on Committee 
Generous Impartation: Lead “Impartation” Meetings (12 Total) 
Contextual Adoption: Lead “Adoption” Meetings (6 Total) 
Other: Create Covenant & Facilitate Evaluations 
Fijian Leadership Team 
Intercultural Competence:  
Share in Combined  
Leadership Team IDI 
Incarnational Relationship: N/A 
Generous Impartation: N/A 
Contextual Adoption:  
Participate “Adoption” Meetings 
Other: 
 Implement Contextualized  
Apostolic Practice 
Partner Leadership Team 
Intercultural Competence:  
Share in Combined  
Leadership Team IDI 
Incarnational Relationship: N/A 
Generous Impartation: N/A 
Contextual Adoption:  
Participate “Adoption” Meetings 
Other:  
Implement Contextualized  
Apostolic Practice 
Combined Leadership Team 
Pastor(s), Steering Committee,  
8 Fijian Leaders, 8 Partner Leaders 
Intercultural Competence: 
Complete Group IDI 
Incarnational Relationship:  
Pair with Counterpart on Committee 
Generous Impartation: Participate in 
“Impartation” Meetings (12 Total) 
Contextual Adoption: N/A 
Other: Participate in Congregational 
Gatherings 
Congregational Gatherings 
Fijian & Partner Congregation 
Incarnational Relationships: 
6 Quarterly Joint Gatherings 
 
Influencers & Values 
Short & Long-Term Goals 
Shared Covenant 




Intercultural Theology: A Theory of Impartation and Adoption 
 In most situations Positive Deviance Theory is applied in a singular cultural 
context. The process of impartation of successful practices from one group to another 
requires little contextualization since culture and language are usually shared to a large 
extent. The proposal in this thesis establishes a potential process to use Positive Deviance 
Theory between different cultural groups. Addressing the nuances of how practices are 
shared between cultures becomes a prerequisite for the process to be effective. This 
section addresses a variety of models to support a cross cultural sharing of practices. 
intercultural theology provides an effective strategy for Positive Deviance Theory to 
function in a cross-cultural setting. 
Contrasting Global Mission & Indigenous Mission 
The field of intercultural theology is relatively new within the field of 
missiology.251 Henning Wrogemann’s vast three-volume work on this subject opens a 
new field for understanding intercultural theology as inclusive of practiced forms in 
global Christianity and mission.252 He traces Christian mission over the arc of centuries 
describing older models of intercultural engagement in mission. Monikers include such 
examples as: Replacement Model, Indifference Model, Ennoblement Model, and 
Indigenization Model. However, the latter half of the 20th century brought, according to 
Wrogemann, the Appropriation Model. This model reflects the Roman Catholic practice 
of “inculturation” in which missionaries offered a pre-contextualized cultural engagement 
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that is “appropriated” by the context. The work of contextualization is the missionary’s 
effort rather than the recipient. The recipient is left only with the work of 
appropriation.253 This model creates a problem for the missionary in stripping the 
“message” of institutional structures and hierarchies, which often run afoul of the mission 
context. This is described as a “double osmosis” in which the one who imparts enjoys a 
power differential weighed in their favor. Despite some benefits, the Appropriation 
Model of inculturation is not a form of intercultural engagement that equalizes the 
playing field between two cultural groups. It is missing a true form of mutuality that 
legitimizes both groups in an intercultural exchange.254 Yet, Wrogemann affirms that 
inculturation has within it a key component needed for interculturation stating, 
“ecclesiogenous transculturality is only possible in the form of kenotic 
ecclesiogenesis.”255 Kenosis is critical for interculturation to occur as it frees the 
missionary from trying to separate culture from message artificially. Unneeded 
contextualization from the giver enables the recipient to contextualize as needed. 
These contrasting models for intercultural engagement raise the need for 
dialogical processes that avoid the repression of culture of the “transmitting” group and 
avoid the double osmosis where acknowledgement of cultural transmission is repressed. 
Intercultural theology values mutuality and the deposition of power systems at work 
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beneath the surface.256 These systems of power are present in the CNUMC. The CNUMC 
is an annual conference where 90 of the 340 local churches do not speak English as their 
first language. Cultural engagement is made more complex by a transcultural narrative of 
denominational structures, popular media, and cultural agency along with the dominant 
systems of white supremacy.257 The CNUMC is a mission field where the global texture 
of the mission context is within its own boarders rather than abroad. 
Power Dynamics Between Cultures 
 Primary in these power systems are the dangers faced in syncretism. Wrogemann 
states that syncretism “refers back to the term identity.”258 His assertion that syncretism 
flows from identity helps define syncretism as the way a cultural group’s identity 
understands its own practices in relationship to another.259 One understanding of 
syncretism is the wholesale adoption of another culture’s praxis while another 
understanding is built upon the interweaving of cultural praxis to form a larger whole 
(hybridity).260 Wrogemann argues that syncretism is perceived through the lens of 
identity, thus making syncretism more a matter of one’s own self-awareness of culture 
relative to the distinctive markers of another culture. He uses the example of American 
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Pentecostal (charismatic) leaders who adopt the cultic praxis of African Christianity’s 
approach to demonic position. In this case, syncretism is the adoption of practices by 
Americans from Africans, absent a deeper self-awareness of American cultural identity. 
The assumption is that efficacy of praxis in African contexts transcends any limitation of 
American culture. Intercultural theology attempts to mitigate the extremes of syncretism 
through a more balanced and mutual relationship between cultures sharing praxis with 
one another.261 According to Justine George, the capacity for groups to engage in a 
process of mutuality helps each group clearly see the culture that accompanies a set of 
practices.262 This self-awareness in each group avoids the pitfalls of a theology that is 
overly syncretic at either extreme.  
 Contextualization becomes an important tool within intercultural theology. 
Contextualization is critical to avoid syncretism at either extreme, but the issue is who is 
doing the contextualization. Power systems and dynamics affect how contextualization 
occurs. Between two cultural groups, contextualization must be shared and mutual 
otherwise power is held by the one defining context for the other group.263 If, in the case 
of the proposed process outlined in this thesis, the Fijian’s were charged with analyzing, 
interpreting, and contextualizing their practices for the partner congregation, the process 
of contextualization would be out of balance. If Fijian’s shared their practices imbued 
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with the fullness of their own culture, it would be up to the partner congregation to 
appropriately contextualize the practice. Intercultural theology seeks to depose power 
imbalances by engaging of two groups at parity with each other when each group is 
empowered to perform its own contextualization.  
Wrogemann’s concerns about the linkage between syncretism and identity is 
addressed since the contextualization, where the potential of syncretism may happen, 
occurs within the same group that is adopting the practices. With a devalued self-
awareness of identity an over-simplification of adopting practices may occur. The issue 
here is how a strong sense of identity among those who are contextually adopting 
prevents the possible problem of syncretism. As an example, Fijians contextualize the 
partner congregation’s praxis through Fijian identity instead of having the partner 
congregation perform the contextualization for them. Without contextualization cross-
cultural engagement would be an unintegrated “salad bowl” of multi-culturalism devoid 
of mutuality, relationships and adopted practices.264 
  A negative form of “hybridity” is a potential outcome of cross-cultural 
engagement without effective contextualization. More than a “salad bowl” of different 
unintegrated cultural ingredients, problematic hybridity seeks to take parts of various 
cultures to comprise a larger whole. The potential danger is in the power of defining the 
“larger whole” and who wields this power. In the context of this study, problematic 
hybridity would assume that Fijian congregations have “parts” of a practice that are 
 




simply absent from other congregations. Intercultural theology tries to address the 
“missing parts” through effective contextualization. Wrogemann correctly points out that 
hybridity, “must be analyzed together with factors such as power, status, and equal 
rights.”265 A robust theology of interculturation will acknowledge the value of hybridity 
while seeking to address the issues of power, status, and equal rights in a postcolonial 
world. 
Theology of Interculturation 
Intercultural theology found its first footings in literature in the late 1990s, 
emerging from Dutch and German theologians. Intercultural theology was first explained 
by Richard Freidli in his entry in the Dictionary of Missions: 
Intercultural theology means …a method which addresses forms of 
expression of the eternal message of the gospel (salvation of God for all 
people in Jesus Christ) that are different from those grown out of one’s 
own …culture; these various forms of expression are received and 
reflected on by the members of the particular local churches with quite 
different cultural backgrounds. Christian intercultural theology opens itself 
to a growing interreligious theology in which relationship with Christ and 
cultures are interpreted creatively through mutual giving and 
receiving.”266 (underline added) 
 
In the global context that has come to the CNUMC, the need for engagement that occurs 
through a “mutual giving and receiving” is particularly important. Intercultural theology 
affirms that two different cultural groups may have some of the missing parts of the other 
and that each group is its best expert in own context. If this is the case, each group brings 
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the richness of its heritage, culture, and experiences to the table with other congregational 
groups. Since no culture is truly monolithic, intercultural theology also accounts for the 
nuances of cultural practices within each cultural group. Wrogemann affirms that the 
notion of interculturation, when played out, fully reshapes the global context of 
Christianity, which will allow the church in all its expressions to continue to diversify 
with increasing pluralism.267 
This project of engaging Fijian congregations with other congregations will 
follow this framework for intercultural theology. Processes proposed here are created 
with the assumption that two congregations are engaged mutually with one another. 
Mutuality will expose similarities, differences, and complements. The process will 
recognize that each of the churches that engages with a Fijian congregation will 
contribute the richness of its apostolic practices, which will benefit Fijians in ways that 
they themselves will contextualize. Similarly, non-Fijian congregations will observe and 
share in the apostolic practices of their Fijian siblings. Intercultural theology will mean 
the mutual engagement between two faith communities for the purposes of 
contextualizing practices and processes for the benefit of each and the larger whole. 
Richard Hunt describes this as, “the cultivation of a pragmatic intercultural dialogue on 
the meaning of the claim that Jesus is the Christ and the nature of his reign.”268 Hunt’s 
model forms a solid basis for the vision of a UMC in which, “the future of United 
Methodist leadership and the mission will be the skills necessary for intercultural 
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dialogue and collaboration.”269 By creating a process for congregational engagement on 
the assertions of intercultural theology, the outcomes of Positive Deviance Theory peer-
based transformational learning can occur.  
 
The Variable of Cultural Competency 
The employment of Positive Deviance Theory (See Figure 3.1) for this project 
requires a clear theological framework that addresses how different cultures, in this case 
Fijians and other cultures, can engage with each other. Intercultural theology offers a 
theological framework of true mutuality that fosters generous impartation and contextual 
adoption between two congregational groups. However, each cultural group will bring its 
own distinctive understanding of its culture as well as that of the “other” culture. With the 
emergence of intercultural theologies in the late 20th century, a new field of intercultural 
competence has opened, focusing on the assessment, engagement, and sustaining of 
intercultural ties. Differing cultural groups engaged in dialogue, must have a set of tools 
that foster mutuality for appreciative ends and, in this study, strategic ones as well. 
The Reality of Cultural Awareness 
In a series of studies regarding the readiness of groups for the work intercultural 
engagement, key characteristics that foster robust engagement have been identified. Steve 
Sandage’s work in relational psychology is particularly beneficial for congregations 
attempting to foster deeper intercultural competency.  
 




Humility is a seminal factor in a group’s readiness for the work of intercultural 
engagement.270 According to Sandage, Jankowski, and Paine, “the ability to acknowledge 
one’s limitations without prejudice signifies humility and intercultural competence.”271 
Groups lacking this humility, or self-awareness, “tend to have trouble critically 
examining polarizing views of cultures, including their own.”272 Humility functions in 
two ways. First, humility on the part of group or an individual entering the process of 
intercultural engagement is critical. Openness to the culture of another even, without fully 
understanding, signals a capacity to engage in deeper self-awareness.273 Second, humility 
is a fruit of intercultural engagement. After being exposed to deeper relationships with 
people or groups from other cultures, a “meekness” of sorts usually appears in those who 
have authentically engaged in the process of intercultural sharing.274 Humility must be 
present in some form at the outset of any process, and that humility deepens through the 
progression of the intercultural engagement. 
Spiritual maturity is a second key characteristic of those who are to engage 
interculturally. Again according to Sandage, “Spiritual well-being, as an indicator of a 
healthy style of relational spirituality, is characterized by a sense of meaningful purpose 
and a warm, secure connection with the Divine and appears to be consistent with 
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intercultural competence.”275 The depth of discipleship and spiritual formation of 
communities has a direct impact on the community’s capacity to process the engagement 
with other cultural groups. Like humility, spiritual maturity is a benefit entering the 
process of intercultural engagement. Sandage’s study affirms that the presence of 
spiritual maturity not only assists in the engagement itself, but also is a fruitful outcome 
of the engagement. According to Sandage, “intercultural competence is one of the best 
measures of spiritual maturity that we can find.”276 
Relational capacity is a third key characteristic for groups that engage together in 
developing intercultural competence. Groups that lack this capacity could, “result in 
forms of relational spirituality characterized by either exclusionary enclaves or 
missionary activity that is more rescuing and exploitative than empowering.”277 
Therefore, relational capacity is directly connected to differentiation-of-self as it 
represents, “a mature, adult configuration of self-other relationships characterized by the 
ability to balance (a) emotional and cognitive functioning and (b) intimacy and autonomy 
in relationships.”278  
Groups that enter this space of intercultural engagement should be able to handle 
the anxiety that comes with cross-cultural and intercultural engagement. This anxiety is 
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requisite in appropriate amounts for transformation to occur.279 Sandage defines this 
space as a “crucible” of sorts, where individuals and groups need to possess that capacity 
hold this anxiety in a manner that leads toward transformation.280 At the critical moments 
of tension in these intercultural engagements, each group must summon the courage not 
to flee, but rather should learn how to hold the anxiety which will eventually be a 
pathway toward intimacy.281 Groups from potentially two different congregations will 
have to begin their journey with a process of cultural appreciation to acclimate to the 
anxiety they will be required to hold at deeper levels of the interaction. Those 
experiences will require, as Paine notes, “cognitive and behavioral flexibility, usually 
obtained through experience in unfamiliar cultural contexts.”282  
Beyond Cultural Exchange and Appreciation 
Elemental cultural exchange will need to be the starting point in the engagement 
of Fijian congregations with a congregation of another culture. However, this exchange 
must have an eye toward mutual learning for the sake of mutual growth. Increasing the 
relational capacity of each group cannot be accomplished through a simple cultural 
sensitivity workshop.283  The engagement will need to provide ever-deepening exposure 
to the fullness of each congregation’s identity.284 Studies reveal that exposure to 
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particular practices of worship, liturgy, meditation, or contemplation serve as effective 
points of this ever-deepening engagement.285 In engaging Fijian congregations, 
highlighting prayer meetings and chain prayers by the Fijians can be spaces where other 
cultural groups can engage in the spiritual practice. The engagement can also afford these 
groups an opportunity to witness the dynamic of lay leadership in these settings. 
Similarly, Fijian congregations can experience the shared practices of people in other 
cultures while experiencing the ways in which each culture shares in larger metacultural 
narratives.286  
The overall process of intercultural engagement must foster a true sense of 
mutuality and discovery beginning with simple cultural exchanges around worship, 
spiritual practices, meals, and broader fellowship in general. After acclimating to these 
levels of engagement, more strategic ground can be covered regarding the potential 
apostolic practices that can be shared between Fijians and other cultural groups. 
 During this process of acclamation, the systemic issues surrounding colonialism 
and immigration will need to be addressed. The nature of Fijian Methodism is influenced 
deeply by colonialism as part of the arrival of Methodist missionaries in the 1830’s.287 
While this project is not dedicated to teaching other cultural groups about colonialism, 
per se, it is a foundational narrative that Fijians will probably want to share with the 
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partner congregation. If the congregation that is partnered with a Fijian congregation is 
primarily of European descent, the complexity of this conversation is deepened further. 
For these congregations, the interaction with Fijian congregations should be perceived as 
a form of “inreach” in which congregations focus on the narrative being shared regarding 
colonialism or racist ideologies, but also focus on how that narrative shapes their own 
perspectives.288  
Likewise, the narratives surrounding Fijian immigration to the U.S. will need the 
attention in the shared engagement. Immigration narratives include biblical narratives of 
exile, reconstitution, and the curation of cultural values.289 I argue that these 
conversations can only happen after a period of initial acclamation of both groups to the 
intercultural relationship. Regardless of the timing of these conversations, they will be 
most meaningful if they are shared in a narrative form. Storytelling, both personal and 
communal, will leverage the established relationships already in existence. The 
conversations around storytelling are necessary as they frame some of the apostolic 
practices that inform Fijian congregations. In the process of this work which will be 
described later in this chapter, critical attention will be paid to how these conversations 
can happen.  
 Finally, the larger metanarrative of the CNUMC and the larger UMC play a part 
in the cultural engagement of two congregations. The UMC aligns its structures to 
advance immigrant communities in isolation from other ethnic communities in the U.S. 
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The General Board of Global Ministries of the UMC has offices for a national plan for 
Hispanic, Korean, Asian (non-Korean), Pacific Islander, and Native American 
Ministries.290 Each of these plans has a Director who serves to advance the work of these 
various ethnic ministries in the U.S. A survey of the resources offered by the General 
Board of Global Ministries yields little regarding intercultural engagement between 
cultural groups in these respective national plans. A survey of the General Board of 
Religion and Race of the UMC also lacks systems and structures for the engagement of 
congregations in intercultural dialogue with one another.291  
The UMC readily celebrates the diversity of a global connection, yet the need 
remains for a strategy of connecting and relating differing cultural groups across 
congregations. Intercultural theology invites the UMC to a framework for the co-working 
of two congregations across cultural lines that is built on true mutuality. In the case of the 
CNUMC, the presence of many ethnic groups each with its own set of practices that 
advance their mission and ministry is an opportunity that should not be overlooked. There 
are strategic purposes of connecting congregations of different cultures. Beyond cultural 
appreciation, churches in an engagement such as that described here can generously 
impart their values, practices, and gifts while contextually adopting the best practices of 
other congregations. For this study, a critical focus is on the impartation and adoption of 
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apostolic practices. However, there are many other spheres that could benefit from a 
strategic engagement of churches across cultural lines. 
Intercultural Development Continuum 
To address the readiness of congregations for this intercultural encounter, the 
Intercultural Development Inventory (IDI) can be used.292 The combined Leadership 
Team of 24 leaders from both congregations would take the IDI as a group with team-
based results that the leadership team can use for greater self-awareness of their own 
intercultural competence. Pastors, steering committee members, and the leadership teams 
may use the group results to determine the appropriate pace of the interactions between 
their two respective congregational groups.293 While the goal of this project is not to 
advance individuals or groups on the Intercultural Development Continuum, forward 
movement will have beneficial and synergistic outcomes for the entire process of 
intercultural engagement. The IDI will be administered again at the end of the 18-month 
process so the combined Leadership Team can track their own developmental progress. 
 Addressing cultural competency as part of an integrated intercultural theology is 
needed for congregations to establish a clear starting point in this process. Positive 
Deviance Theory will require this grounding in intercultural theology with congregations 
adequately resourced for intercultural competency. Finally, a focus on the relational 
engagement of congregations will provide the final component required to begin a 
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structuring of the actual process for Fijian congregations to be partnered with other 
congregations. This relational engagement will have a focus on generous impartation and 
contextual adoption of apostolic practices. Ultimately, relational engagement will take the 
shape of “being with” one another as local congregations in what can best be described as 
incarnational relationships. 
 
“Being With”: A Model for Incarnational Relationships 
The relationships in this process will provide the foundation to deepen 
engagement and foster the mutual sharing of apostolic practices. Guidelines for these 
relationships will be required to increase the capacity of each group to engage together 
leading toward both mutuality and alterity. I describe the relationship needed as 
“incarnational relationships.” The primary goal of these relationships is to engage in 
“being with” one another for the sake of mutuality, trust, and relationship building. The 
guidelines will ensure that the relational process stays focused on generous impartation 
and contextual adoption for each community. The notion of incarnational relationships 
and guidelines will follow a form by Samuel Wells in The Nazareth Manifesto as it 
attempts to reconcile the power dynamics that will be at work between different cultural 








Alternative Models of “Working” and “Being” 
Wells offers four models for how Christians are invited to engage with others in 
situations commonly associated with the work of global or community development. 
While the context of this project is not focused on developmental work, it is about the 
impartation and adoption of practices in a process that shares a variety of similarities with 
traditional development work. The first model Wells entitles “working for,” which is the 
general model of development work globally and locally. It typically involves the work 
of funneling resources from an agent that possesses them toward those who are not in 
possession of them. Essentially, this model is concerned with addressing the perceived 
scarcity found in others. But according to Wells, “It is a miracle of the grace of grace that 
God meets our scarcity through the abundance we discover in those apparently more 
exposed to scarcity than ourselves.”295 “Working for” is essentially a manifestation of 
power between those who have perceived resources and those who do not. “Working for” 
is appropriate at times such as in a natural disaster, according to Wells, but since it does 
not foster a sense of relationship, it is typically not transformational. If “working for” 
were applied in this current study, Fijian congregations could be catalogued and surveyed 
through a form of cultural anthropology. Apostolic practices could be harvested and then 
taught to others with the complete absence of actual Fijians. Such an approach would 
have none of the mutuality required by intercultural theology since the relationship is 
entirely transactional. In Wells’ words, “We cannot understand, listen to, be taught by, or 
 




receive grace from people unless we inhabit their world which we see as valuable for its 
own sake.”296 
The second model presented by Wells is “working with,” which is normally 
expressed in the work of community development. In this model, a few actors come 
alongside a community in need of resources, whether food, education, or other socially 
beneficial movements. These actors then create systems of networking and connection 
among members of a community, so the community begins the process of becoming their 
own advocates for transformational change. Community development, a cornerstone in 
the late 20th century, became a means of engagement in global mission. By sending 
missionaries to “underdeveloped nations” people in those nations could become their best 
advocates for the change needed.  
Wells affirms the place of effective community development during seasons of 
reconstruction following a crisis where little infrastructure exists. However, he notes that 
“working with” does not fully relate with the communities being served since the 
potential for relational isolation may persist between groups.297 If the “working with”  
model described by Wells were utilized in the current project, Fijian congregations might 
send a few people to work within a church that apparently lack apostolic practices. By 
“pushing from behind” the Fijians would encourage the other congregation to advance a 
set of fruitful apostolic practices. This model of a learning laboratory will, however, fall 
short of the relationships that can sustain transformation in all parties involved. 
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The third model offered by Wells is “being for” as defined in the work of 
advocacy. Joining with groups in need of greater voice and social standing can amplify 
the cause or mission they represent. Advocacy plays a critical role for groups that lack 
agency to change systems and structures that oppress. By the practices of “being for” 
persons or organizations may align efforts for a common cause. Advocacy plays a critical 
role in many modern movements such as Black Lives Matter, but in advocacy something 
may still be missing.  
“Working for” is about the aligning resources of one group to another. “Being for” 
is focused on alignment by identification with the needs of the other. Here the focus is 
joining an effort that is already afoot and amplifying it. Advocacy can be as sterile as 
posting on social media or placing yard sign. The advocate sees the “need” of the other 
and brings energy to the cause. He explains that “being for” lacks the energy of ‘working’ 
and lacks the presence of ‘with’. It is not a place to abide for very long.”298 For this 
project, outright advocacy might take the shape of Fijians describing the causes of the 
decline in the UMC and the CNUMC, while calling for systemic and cultural change in 
the organization of the annual conference and denomination to address these issues. 
Advocacy has an important place in gaining recognition that a system or structure must 
change, but it may not foster a depth of transformational relationships. 
The fourth and final model Wells offers is “being with” as an expression of 
incarnational relationships. These relationships are theologically defined by addressing 
 




the nature of the interaction of the divine personhood of God and ultimately the act of 
God in incarnation. These incarnations occur through theophany, prophets, judges, kings, 
and other leaders with no position of power. Ultimately, Wells frames the value of “being 
with” in the incarnation of Jesus. He argues that the modality of “being with” is the heart 
of the divine nature and that “isolation is closer to the heart of the human condition than 
mortality, and that relationship is the telos of God.”299  Wells argues that we should seek 
to “be with” others as God has come to “be with” us in Jesus Christ. This seeking of God 
for a sustained relationship of transformation is the pinnacle of human interaction. “Being 
with” drives individuals to form communities, and those same communities to engage 
with one another even across culture or other boundaries. Wells describes how, “enjoying 
the other is a participation of God’s enjoyment of that other, not an idolatrous 
displacement of God by the other.”300 
Ultimately, Wells describes six markers of those who chose to “be with” each 
other as a model of incarnational relationships.301 These ethical markers will serve as the 
guidelines for the relationship to be established between Fijian congregations and other 
congregations who will join with them in this mutual process of discovery.  
1) Kindness is the capacity to recognize the brokenness in others and to hold it 
rather than resolve it. This capacity to hold requires the hearer to do nothing with the 
brokenness. Recognizing the pain of that brokenness is all that is required.  
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2) Generosity is possessing the “virtue” of abundance. Rather than charity, 
generosity focuses on the non-material investment given and received between people. 
Generosity is not relative to the one giving or receiving. It is simply the existence of a 
posture of sharing.  
3) Cooperation functions as the opposite of competition. Cooperation is more 
concerned with the participation of all groups rather than identifying the “haves” and 
“have-nots.” Groups can share together out of abundance of experiences rather than 
scarcity.  
4) Forgiveness is where misconceptions, misjudgments, and prejudice are named. 
In intercultural engagements, the capacity to offer forgiveness for one’s implicit and 
explicit biases will serve to deepen community and intimacy together.302 The need 
between Fijians and groups with a European ancestry to exchange forgiveness may be 
significant if they carry wounds from the past in their mutual relationship.  
5) Acceptance of Fallibility is a clear statement of loyalty in which the reality of 
future possible failures is acknowledged. This commitment to being present with each 
other, “bestows authority, deepens trust, and establishes credentials.”303 Acceptance 
cannot be overstated since it ensures safety for group members if a future error arises.  
6) Mystery is the naming of the “hidden connections” that will surprise and 
delight.304 People realize the moments when mystery is uncovered for it brings about a 
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new sense of partnership when new complexities and synergies are realized between 
groups. Mystery brings the process back to kindness for this very reason. 
The six markers may provide guidance for a covenant that will be explored in 
more detail later in this chapter. Wells’ notion of “being with” is fostered by the need in 
individuals and communities to be “safely known.” While the strategic goal of this entire 
process is for a mutual sharing of apostolic practices, “being with” can provide a host of 
other realizations. Here the focus is on the deepening relationship that will create an 
ecosystem where practices can move back and forth between groups through the outlined 
process of generous impartation of contextual adoption. 
The Absent Present of Apostolic Practices 
The six apostolic practices identified in chapter 2 are potentially present in Fijian 
congregations as they potentially are in other congregations. Apostolic practices, as 
outlined here, are not exclusive to Fijian congregations. A useful mapping question of 
this project is to what degree those practices have existed in each paired congregation. 
The relationship between congregations should be formed and cultivated with 
intentionality. For example, a Fijian congregation may share its facility with an aging 
Caucasian congregation. While, in most cases, they have agreed to share a building and 
have administrative meetings to coordinate building usage, each engages in 
extraordinarily little sharing of their respective practices, apostolic or not. In many 
settings, a potential Caucasian congregation may offer the asset of history in the 
community, cultural capital, institutional influence in the annual conference, along with 




place of power in the larger system but possess little capacity to influence the outcome of 
their own declining congregation. The Fijian congregation in many settings, may have 
ample lay leadership, training and development processes for leaders, and communal 
character that is overtly married to its culture. The Fijian congregation may have the 
capacity to influence the outcome of its ministry as a growing/multiplying church, but 
may lack the power needed to move the process forward efficiently and to gather support 
within the institutional hierarchy.  
Positive Deviance Theory, working through an intercultural theology, 
intercultural competency, and incarnational relationships, can drive a set of strategic 
goals and outcomes that foster the growth of apostolic practices in a manner through 
which the whole church can benefit at all levels of the connection. With this scaffolding 
in place, a proper description of the goals and process for this dynamic relationship can 
be outlined. 
 
Process Goals: Short and Long-Term 
The CNUMC is a racially and culturally diverse annual conference of over 340 
local churches. Goals for the application of Positive Deviance Theory grounded in 
intercultural theology will a) focus on ease of attainability, b) scalability in the Fijian 
context, and c) fruitful engagement with churches of different racial/cultural 




congregations.305 From a content perspective, short and long-term goals will focus on 
generous impartation and contextual adoption. The focus of these goals are four domains 
that can eventually have broad influence across the entire annual conference. 
Domain 1: Partnered Congregations 
Fijian congregations in the CNUMC are comprised of fellowships, ministries, and 
separately chartered congregations. Fellowships are informal gatherings of Fijians in a 
home group or as part of a contingent within an existing church. A fellowship may only 
consist of one or two extended Fijian families. A ministry is a single-chartered 
congregation that conducts ministries in more than one language, such as a single-
chartered church that conducts its ministries in English for largely a Caucasian 
community and services in Fijian for their Fijian community. Finally, a chartered Fijian 
congregation is one where Fijians form a separate church that may or may not share a 
facility with another chartered congregation. The only case where Positive Deviance 
Theory will be applied in this study is in the context of a single-chartered congregation 
containing an English-speaking ministry along with a Fijian ministry. In these churches, 
the need for interaction between communities already exists since they share a facility 
together. Additionally, the points of contact between these two communities is often 
framed around conflict rather than cooperation. 
 








Short-Term Goal: One Fijian congregation ministry and an English-speaking 
congregation to partner in the process of generous impartation and contextual 
adoption. 
Long-Term Goal: Five Fijian congregations and five English-speaking 
congregations to partner in the process of generous impartation and contextual 
adoption. 
 
Domain 2: Apostolic Practices 
Chapter 2 identified a set of six apostolic practices that are to be cultivated in 
churches where there has been a decline of membership, attendance, and other vitality 
indicators. Intercultural theology values mutuality and relationship building between 
different cultural groups.306 Goals surrounding apostolic practices must emerge through a 
lengthy process of relationship building. For the effectiveness of this process, the 
relationship between a Fijian congregation and a congregation of another culture should 
seek to be mutual. Dynamics of this bi-lateral relationship are not one-way. Each 
congregation has something to offer the other. In the first enactment of this study, the 
non-Fijian congregation is primarily Caucasian and English-speaking. The goals set forth 
here for generous impartation and contextual adoption are thus understood to exist 
between a English-speaking and a Fijian congregation.  
While a variety of tangential objectives may be realized in the shared 
engagement, the focus of this study is on behavior that advances the apostolic ministry of 
each community. Each congregation experiences its own unique centrifugal (sending) 
and centripetal (drawing) forces which function in synergy with each other allowing for a 
 




healthy Wesleyan missional ecclesiology to exist. Relationships of mutuality between 
both congregations may uncover practices of significant value beyond those described as 
apostolic. 
Apostolic Practice 1: Spiritually Grounded Leadership 
Short-Term: Each congregation contextualizes at least one new 
individual or communal practice for spiritual formation. 
Long-Term: Each congregation develops its own process for disciple-
making fostering spiritual formation for in-person or online gatherings. 
 
Apostolic Practice 2: Clergy Who Empower the Laity 
Short-Term: Each clergy identify a ministry/program/outreach which 
laity can be trained or encouraged to lead. 
Long-Term: Clergy in partnered congregations share robust set of 
contextualized trainings to develop laity for spiritual leadership within the 
church community or the community-at-large. 
 
Apostolic Practice 3: Laity Who Accept Their Empowerment 
Short-Term: Laity from each congregation develop and initiate a new 
ministry in partnership with their minister(s). 
Long-Term: Laity in partnered congregations have persons engaged in 
leadership beyond the local church and in community-based organizations.  
 
Apostolic Practice 4: Creation of small organic communities 
Short Term: Each congregation catalogues existing small groups with a 
plan to create new groups based on their contextualized adoption. 
Long-Term: Partnered congregations discern a healthy benchmark for 
congregational participation in smaller communities. 
 
Apostolic Practice 5: Democratized Leadership Everywhere 
Short-Term: Each congregation contextualizes at least one new method 
of calling out and training new leaders within their congregations. 
Long-Term: Partnered congregations build capacity for new leadership 
across the life of their congregations. 
 
Apostolic Practice 6: Celebration of the development and growth of 
others 
Short-Term: Each congregation discerns new methods of lifting 
examples of lay leadership who serve both inside and outside the church. 
Long-Term: Partnered congregations are each celebrating the leadership 





Domain 3: Multiplication of Leaders 
Each of the six apostolic behaviors manifest themselves in fruitful evidence. As 
noted in chapter 2, the Call to Action report contains a variety of markers to help assess a 
congregation’s fruitful practices.307 However, these markers do not identify the practices 
needed for these indicators to manifest themselves.308 A marker that seems to be missing 
in the Call to Action report is the capacity of a church or ministry to multiply leadership. 
Relationships and mutuality must be at the core of multiplying leaders. Patrick O’Connell 
explains a method of relational leadership development that drives toward multiplication 
by utilizing a leader and “apprentice” model.309 The model involves five distinct steps 
with the “I” being the mentor and “You” being the apprentice, as follows: 
1. I do – You Watch – We Talk 
2. I do – You Help – We Talk 
3. You Do – I Help – We Talk 
4. You Do – I Watch – We Talk 
5. You Do – Someone Else Watches 
 
Here each leader is required to have an apprentice who walks through this developmental 
process. By nature, it engages in relationships and mutuality as the mentor and the 
apprentice have regular opportunities to debrief each leadership engagement with a “we 
talk” segment. One leader mentors another in a one-on-one snowball fashion. In step five, 
the apprenticed leader engages a different person to “watch” them. Multiplying leaders 
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begins with one leader who mentors another. At the end of this developmental process 
there are two leaders prepared to mentor two more mentees. With a small group, the 
group leader apprentices an individual who will either eventually lead that group or 
another group. However, each leader must have an apprentice as part of the leadership 
portfolio. In the current study, these practices of mentor and apprentice may function 
cross-culturally between both partnered congregation. 
Short-Term: Each leader in either congregation identifies an apprentice in the 
partner congregation to be relationally mentored for ministry.  
Long-Term: Partnered churches have lay leaders who are always mentoring one 
new apprentice in the partnered congregation. 
 
Domain 4: New Ministries & New Communities 
The goal of this study, and the process contained, is for congregations themselves 
to multiply and grow. This form of apostolicism is driven in two ways, a) to develop the 
health and vitality of one’s own congregation and b) to establish new ministries and 
communities including new churches. Goals outlined here are focused initially on two 
congregations. Congregations could establish new small groups in communities that are 
geographically distant using online mediums for convening discipleship gatherings. In 
some cases, geographically separate areas could become locations for new church starts 
following a “mother/daughter” model of church planting.310 This planting model involves 
a single church sponsoring and supporting a new independent church-start in another 
location. The benefit of all these models is that a new ministry will emerge from the 
 





intercultural engagement of Fijian and potentially Caucasian church. These new 
ministries, communities, or churches will bear the marks of the rich relational, mutual 
exchange inherit in intercultural theology. 
Short-Term: Each congregation forms plans to launch a new ministry, 
community, outreach, or church. 
Long-Term: Partnered congregations are consistently planning for new ministry 
engagements with new people. 
 
A Process for Generous Impartation and Contextual Adoption 
With these goals in mind, attention now turns to the actual process congregations 
can use to guide their engagement utilizing Positive Deviance Theory supported by an 
intercultural theology that fosters deep relationships of generous impartation and 
contextual adoption. This process will begin with the candidate process for potential 
partner congregations leading toward an invitation to participate together. Congregations 
are invited to form a covenant that will function as the guiding document for their 
interactions. Relationship-building functions as the critical next step forming the 
foundation of all other interactions that are to come. The process reaches a pivot point 
when each is invited to participate in transformational learning experiences focused on 
apostolic practices and the goals listed earlier in this chapter. Finally, each congregation’s 
leadership team will gather separately from their partner congregation to engage in a 







Screening Process & Pairing 
There are nearly 20 different informal and formal Fijian ministries in the 
CNUMC. The exact number is hard to estimate since some of these ministries function as 
small groups or fellowships that are connected to the UMC but not in an official capacity. 
Sometimes, Fijian ministries share facilities with English-speaking ministries near 
closure. In these situations, the bi-lateral engagement between a Fijian congregation and 
an English-speaking congregation is limited. The English-speaking congregation does not 
have critical mass to sustain a process engaged in Positive Deviance Theory. A genuine 
prospective location for this process is in a “shared facility” arrangement between a 
Fijian and an English-speaking ministry where some viability for future growth seems 
apparent. Potential markers of viability are a congregational size above 25 people, 
financial capacity to sustain a full-time or part-time clergy person, and the stability of 
each congregation’s pastoral appointment over time.  
There are several places in the CNUMC where a Fijian Congregation and an 
English-speaking congregation share a facility. Each congregation possesses capacities to 
engage in generous impartation and contextual adoption as outlined here. These  
congregations are led by a pastor who serves both the Fijian ministry and the English-
speaking ministry. Both language ministries share their administrative structures (Board 
of Trustees, Finance Committee, Staff-Parish Relations Committee) providing 
governance to the whole church. The church does worship at two different times to 




Originally, the English-speaking congregation invited the Fijian ministry to share 
its location, but the aging Caucasian congregation has experienced years of decline 
before receiving a pastor who is Fijian. The Fijian congregation is now larger than the 
English-speaking congregation. Even though the two communities share administrative 
functions, their ministry portfolios are mutually exclusive. The two congregations have 
had some disagreements since the English-speaking congregation is decidedly 
progressive in its theology and practice, while the Fijian congregation ascribes to a more 
traditional theology in alignment with Fijian Methodism.311 This appears to be a 
challenge but is not insurmountable. 
A relational engagement between these two congregations would be mutually 
beneficial.312 While the English-speaking congregation is in decline, they possess some 
historical capital since the church was founded in 1859. The English-speaking ministry 
also enjoys a history of influence and agency in the community. The Fijian congregation 
has grown significantly since it was invited to share its facility with the English-speaking 
congregation. Each congregation has a set of practices that would be mutually beneficial 
for the other congregation. As part of a connectional church, this entire process begins 
with a strategic determination by the Bishop and District Superintendent of the strategic 
value of each congregation for this work. The facilitator would invite the consideration 
by the Superintendent and the Bishop along with any suggestions that will help the 
process align better with the mission strategy of the conference.  
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At the outset of this process is the question, “Does either congregation display 
signs consistent with apostolic behaviors and are they an example of a Positive 
Deviance?” This determination of Positive Deviance can be measured by an examination 
of the fruitful statistics of the congregation, including worship attendance, membership, 
discipleship, and other indicators consistent with the Call to Action report.313 Beyond that 
report, however, an initial conversation with the pastor and some of the lay leadership 
from each congregation should focus on their openness to working together to share and 
learn apostolic practices. The data and conversations will verify if the congregations are 
ready for an initial invitation. This careful investigation will warrant the readiness of both  
congregations to move to the next step of intercultural engagement required for Positive 
Deviance Theory to work.  
The author of this process would serve as a facilitator in analyzing the data and 
would conduct the initial conversations to determine the readiness of each congregation. 
This facilitator must be consistent with the studies already discussed in chapter 2 
regarding the role of the facilitator as a mediator or broker.314 Over engagement by the 
facilitator will be detrimental to the learning processes. The facilitator’s role is to a) 
analyze the historical data of each congregation according to The Call to Action report, b) 
interview each congregation’s pastor and Lay Leader, c) secure the administration and 
interpretation of the Intercultural Development Inventory, and d) outline the 18-month 
process and the role of the Steering Committee. 
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The second step is to understand the capacity of the leadership in both 
congregations to function in an intercultural space. The Intercultural Development 
Inventory (IDI) is the appropriate tool to measure this capacity. The facilitator will secure 
the administration and interpretation the IDI with the combined Leadership Team of both 
congregations. As outlined earlier, the employment of the IDI can give an effective 
starting point for the combined Leadership Team to share in this work. The engagement 
of the congregation in the group IDI would bring some immediate learnings in each 
congregation’s leadership regarding their mutual starting point in the process. The IDI is 
used to establish a baseline before the overall process begins. It should not be used as a 
screening or evaluative tool to establish readiness. The IDI explains a person’s or group’s 
intercultural competence along the following continuum: 









The combined Leadership Team from each congregation would take a group version of 
the IDI with the results shared with group. The group results would provide a baseline at 
the outset of  this intercultural process. The IDI will also be administered the group at the 
close of the 18-month process to discover if any increase in intercultural competency has 
been realized. The process outlined later in this chapter will explain how the Steering 
Committee and the Leadership Team will interact in the process of generous impartation 
and contextual adoption. The IDI can assist Leadership Team members throughout the 
18-month process especially when faced with challenges surrounding intercultural 
competence. 
With the Bishop and District Superintendent’s approval, the churches can be 
invited into the work of generous impartation and contextual adoption of apostolic 
practices. While this “gate-keeping” process may appear onerous, it is designed to engage 
two congregations that have the initial capacity to learn and discover apostolic practices 
from each other. Institutional racism and personal prejudice are factors that can have an 
undue influence on this process. Discontent in congregations that share facilities with 
other cultural groups is all too common. The origin of these contentious behaviors is 
learned ecologically, sociologically, and even in the process of educating clergy for the 
work of local church mission.316 Regardless of the origin, the initial screening process 
may give some initial signals about how implicit and explicit biases will affect the 
evolving relationship that will develop in this process. 
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The invitation will be framed as an 18-month process of engagement that will 
require investment as a top priority for each congregation. This is not an enrichment 
program. The process of Positive Deviance Theory is ultimately about sustainability and 
even mortality in the life cycle of the local church. While one must maintain ministries 
and programs, this process should be a priority in each congregation. The invitation, for 
this reason, must come from the Episcopal office through the District Superintendent as 
an expression of the mission strategy for the church and the annual conference. 
Participating congregations will need an awareness that this effort is supported by the 
larger connectional church. If both congregations agree to engage, they are invited to a 
summit to create the covenant that will guide their shared work together for the coming 
18 months. 
Covenant Agreement 
The covenant agreement is the seminal document that contains the guiding 
principles for the interaction between congregations. Not only does the agreement outline 
the timeline, number of engagements, and expected outcomes, but it also defines how the 
congregations will participate and share with one another. Appendix “A” includes a 
sample of this covenant. Included here are the concepts behind each segment of the 
covenant along with how two congregations can draft the covenant together. The body 
chartered with the creation of the covenant is that small group of 8 leaders (4 from each 
congregation) called the Steering Committee. The Steering Committee should be able to 
draft the covenant in a Saturday/Sunday, day and a half, summit meeting together. At the 




to review and provide feedback. These feedback gatherings can take place as a town hall 
or other large gathering where input can be received and taken into account before 
formalizing the covenant.  
One can divide the covenant into five segments: introduction, impartation, 
adoptions, evaluation, and standards. The first of these segments is the “Introduction” 
that should include the start and end dates of the covenant. These timing elements should 
correspond to when the covenant is enacted and when it terminates 18 months after its 
enactment. The Steering Committee, at the covenant summit, should seek draft goals that 
are realistic to their own setting. In the church that has agreed to the process, this summit 
group would consist of the single pastor, four persons from each congregation (Fijian and 
English-speaking), and the facilitator. The introduction makes clear what the entire 
relationship attempts to accomplish with special attention to the six apostolic practices. 
The “Impartations” section details how each congregation will share its apostolic 
practices with the other over 18 months. These impartations focus on the six apostolic 
practices along with how and when the two congregations will gather. Three distinct 
groups will gather during the 18-month process. The frequency of gathering of the 
Steering Committee will be higher than the broader leadership of each congregation and 
the entire congregation itself. The covenant should stipulate how often and for how long 
each group will meet during the 18-month process. I will later address the potential 
content of each type of gathering. The covenant will explain how each of the three 





The “Adoptions” section will detail how and when each congregation will meet 
separately. Each congregation will need time to weigh and consider the context 
experienced during the “impartation” sessions where practices are shared. Each 
congregation will need space to process the content they have experienced and how to 
contextualize it for their purposes. Adoption meetings may take a variety of shapes, but 
most usually will be with the larger group of leaders. These adoption gatherings will 
utilize a methodology of Critical Contextualization explained by Paul Hiebert.317 Hiebert 
offers a four-stage process for contextualization that focuses on the intersection of 
culture, scripture, response, and finally contextualization. The term “contextualized” is 
juxtaposed with “adoption” intentionally. Authentic intercultural engagement affirms that 
the group adopting a practice is the same group that contextualizes a practice from a 
different culture. The covenant will outline how often congregational leaders will meet 
separate from the other congregation. 
The “Evaluation” section of the agreement will detail how the congregations will 
assess themselves at the mid-point and again at the end of the 18-month relationship. A 
mid-point evaluation is needed to make any adjustments based on initial learnings by 
each congregation. The closing evaluation will measure outcomes relative to those 
defined in the introduction. The evaluation will also clarify that the IDI will be 
administered at the end of the engagement to determine if the leaders and participants 
show signs of developing intercultural competency. Chapter 4 will provide a detailed 
 





explanation of the mid-point evaluation and the closing evaluation. The covenant only 
needs to explain the nature and timing of the evaluation. 
Finally, the “Standards” section will provide guidance concerning how the two 
congregations will relate with each other. The primary principles of intercultural theology 
will be listed in the covenant to describe the ground rules of engagement across cultural 
boundaries. Qualities of incarnational relationships will be named to ensure the basic 
relational ground rules within each congregational group and how groups will engage 
with each other. The “Standards” section will also include language about how one or 
both congregations can exit the process.  
While the covenant developed will cover the process in broad strokes and set 
expectations, the following sections will describe in more detail how “Impartations” 
occur in large congregational settings which are described as “Relationship Building.” 
More intimate “Impartations” continue with broader congregational leadership and the 
smaller group of core leaders in what is entitled “Transformational Learning 
Experiences.” Finally, “Adoption” takes place in settings where each congregation meets 
separately from the other to develop “New Contextualized Practices.” Each of these three 
upcoming sections will explain further how the size of the group interaction fosters 
deeper relationships, mutuality, and incarnational relationships. 
Generous Impartation: Relationship Building 
Relationship building occurs best between two groups when the focus is on 




God’s enjoyment of that other.”318 Being with others, according to Wells, invites the kind 
of relationship building that avoids trying to change the other. It is about affirming our 
own poverty of experience first and the need we have to encounter the other as means of 
experiencing God’s grace. Should both congregations in this process be able to release 
their own agenda and any need to change the “other,” they can experience being with 
others and with God in new dimensions. Sandage affirms the same truth from the 
perspective of an intercultural psychology and theology.319 Both the English-speaking 
congregation and the Fijian congregation have a richness to offer each other. However, 
what draws the other group into a space of generous impartation is the safety and 
acceptance they experience in that environment. Safety is engendered by the clear 
articulation of the need to receive the richness of the “other.” The starting point of 
relationship building is with the desire to be enriched, which motivates persons to create 
a space in which others may share. “Generous Impartation” is abundant sharing of 
culture, practice, and community in an environment of safety and acceptance. Van den 
Toren describes this safety and acceptance as a three-way conversation between the 
giver, the receiver, and God.320 
The best setting for these experiences of relationship building are at the 
congregational level. Congregations are best suited for agenda-free gatherings where 
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safety can be generated. As part of this process, congregational encounters should happen 
at least once per quarter and focus on cultural exchange and sharing. The Steering 
Committee plans and leads these events. The outcome of these gatherings is familiarity 
leading toward relationship formation.  
Often two different cultural groups using the same facility meet at separate times. 
While they may use the same building, they do not necessarily engage with each other 
beyond a polite wave as one group is departing and the other arriving. Since a church like 
the one described for the first implementation of this project is jointly governed in its 
administrative structures, the two different cultural groups primarily engage with other in 
these administrative meetings. The content of these meetings is not conducive to 
relationship building and intercultural engagement. Most administrative meetings have a 
clear agenda and often expose differences between cultures absent explanation.  The need 
for “lighter” engagement for relationship building will form the basis of a generous 
impartation of culture, practices, and community. 
When these quarterly congregational gatherings happen, care needs to be taken to 
structure them in ways generative for relationship building. For example, if the gathering 
is to be a meal with entertainment including small group interaction with a speaker, it will 
be important for table groups to be mixed between two congregational groups. With few 
exceptions, the gatherings need to be positive and affirmative for each cultural group. 
The purpose is not to share information, it is to be with one another. This positive 
environment is conducive to the safety needed for other activities that can take place at 




learn names, families, employment, and other personal details. Over the sequence of 
events, a time is needed to reconnect with people whom congregants have encountered at 
earlier gatherings. Sometimes, the seating and interaction need to build deliberately on 
previous engagements. Doing so builds on existing relationships rather than playing a 
form a “musical chairs” at each relationship building gathering. A desired outcome of 
these relationship building events is that persons from different congregational groups 
exchange some contact information so that contact can happen beyond the gathering 
itself. In some cases, the subsequent interaction may be structured so that relationships 
are building even after a quarterly event closes. 
Examples of gatherings that can foster these relationships usually involve food. 
Luncheons, dinners, and other times to meet over food are time-tested. However, food is 
not a requisite for relationship building to happen. Congregations may join for worship, 
prayer, or other liturgical forms.321 Exchanges of various forms of art (music, dance, 
tactile, etc.) may be a means of showcasing cultural richness. Congregational groups 
could also be engaged in joint mission and service projects open to the entire 
congregation. Again, care must be taken to ensure these activities are geared toward 
relationship building rather than some external agenda. Regardless of the form, these 
quarterly congregational events should engage leadership at every level of each 
congregation. By witnessing the richness of the “other” including the leadership 
provided, congregations can appreciate culture, practices, and community in fresh ways. 
 




Generous Impartation: Transformative Learning Experiences 
The Steering Committee’s work is built on the relational development occurring 
during the quarterly gatherings described above. The Committee leading the events will 
have broad exposure to each congregation, but they also forge bonds between other 
members of the Committee. These relationships in the Steering Committee serve as a 
compass for the deeper transformative learning experiences that they and the larger group 
of leaders will share together. The second stage of Generous Impartation focuses on the 
six apostolic practices that have been outlined.  
There are likely a number of ways to constitute a larger leadership group to share 
in this pilot program. In this thesis I propose a group of 12 persons from each 
congregation. Depending on the size of each congregations, this number could be 
adjusted. Regardless of the size of the group, the numbers between both congregations 
should be equal. The core purpose of these larger leadership groups is to foster the 
dialogue needed for generous impartation and contextual adoption. Two different groups 
are dedicated to working on these practices together. The first is a Leadership Team of no 
more than 12 persons from each congregation. The second is the Steering Committee 
itself comprised of four leaders from each congregation. The Steering Committee might 
be composed of the following persons from each congregation: 
Table 3.1: Steering Committee Composition 
Fijian Congregation Partner Congregation 
Pastor Pastor 
Asst. Pastor (Vakatawa) Church Council Chairperson 
Steward (Tuirara) Lay Leader 
Assistant Vakatawa or Other Key 
Leader 





Twelve leaders from each congregation may comprise the larger group of leaders and 
include these role-persons listed above on the Steering Committee with an additional 8 
persons from each congregation’s leadership. They may or may not be elected leaders, 
but they must have influence in the congregation even if they do not have a position of 
power. With both groups defined the focus shifts to the content of their respective work. 
 The Steering Committee focus will be coordinating and leading the larger 
leadership gatherings and the pairing with the counterpart from the partner congregations. 
The Committee’s actual work includes a) coordinating and leading congregational events 
for relationship building, b) coordinating and leading larger Leadership Team gatherings, 
c) being paired with their counterpart from the partner congregation, d) leading the 
contextual adoption gatherings for their own leadership team, e) evaluating the results of 
the 18-month process. Evaluation will be described in Chapter 4. Later in this chapter, 
contextual adoption will be considered. 
For the pilot version of this process, the facilitator will need to be available to 
help design the 18 gatherings of the leadership teams and the Steering Committee. After 
the initial pilot, the process can be facilitated by those who have completed the 18-month 
process. The facilitator should not be in a position of direct leadership of these gatherings 
but would function more as a coach to the Steering Committee to consult and guide their 
work through the 18-month process. Ultimately, every level of this process reflects 




mitigates against outside expertise.322 The facilitator is a “silent partner” in the effort and 
the interactions of the facilitator should be limited to the Steering Committee alone. Too 
much engagement by the facilitator could undermine the incarnational relationships that 
can develop by the shared problem-solving efforts of the Steering Committee and larger 
leadership group. Regardless of who the facilitator is, the entire process is one 
undergirded by an appropriate understanding of transformational learning theory which 
fosters peer-based and experiential learning.323 
 The interactions of 12 leaders from each congregation are the centerpiece of this 
process. The larger Leadership Team totaling 24 persons will meet every month. Leaders 
will exchange a consideration of the six apostolic practices consistent with 
congregational growth and vitality in this setting. The entire process lasts 18 months and 
is divided into six three-month modules. Each module considers a different apostolic 
practice. The format for each of the three-month modules is identical. During the first 
month of the three-month module, one congregation shares experiences of an apostolic 
practice in the life of their own congregation. In the second month of each module the 
partner congregation shares their experience of the same apostolic practice. In these 
opening two months of each module, congregational leaders may share stories and 
narratives that help frame the apostolic behavior. Each is encouraged to share not only 
their practice but the cultural influences surrounding that practice. Transparency is 
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critical for each congregation’s leadership since contextualization will come at a later 
point in this process. intercultural theology emphasizes that narratives be shared, 
including culture and world view, so the listeners can draw their own connections and 
conclusions. Each group should be nudged closer, “to treat Christianity as a global 
religious configuration and to preempt simplified portrayals.”324 An example of the 
impartation meeting and its process is included in Appendix B. 
During these opening two gatherings of each module, listeners are invited to ask 
questions, engage culture, share misunderstandings, and advance in an ever-deepening 
appreciation for each other’s congregation. The third month in each module is dedicated 
for each leadership team to meet separately. The content of these gatherings will be 
explored in the section dedicated to Contextual Adoption. An outline of this entire 














Table 3.2: Impartation/Adoption Timeline 
Module Month Content 
Apostolic Practice 1: 
Spiritually Grounded 
Leadership 
1 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
2 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 
3 Separate Meeting: Contextual Adoption of Apostolic Practice 1 
Apostolic Practice 2: 
Clergy Who Empower the 
Laity 
4 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
5 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 
6 Separate Meeting: Contextual Adoption of Apostolic Practice 2 
Apostolic Practice 3: 
Laity Who Accept Their 
Empowerment 
7 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
8 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 
9 Separate Meeting: Contextual Adoption of Apostolic Practice 3 
Apostolic Practice 4: 
Creation of small organic 
communities 
10 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
11 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 
12 Separate Meeting: Contextual Adoption of Apostolic Practice 4 
Apostolic Practice 5: 
Democratized Leadership 
Everywhere 
13 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
14 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 
15 Separate Meeting: Contextual Adoption of Apostolic Practice 5 
Apostolic Practice 6: 
Celebration of the 
development and growth of 
others 
16 Joint Meeting: Fijian Congregation Presentation 
17 Joint Meeting: Partner Congregation Presentation 





 The conversation in the first two meetings of each module is dedicated to 
EXPERIENCE and UNDERSTANDING. The temptation will be to adapt and apply what 
leaders are hearing in these opening sessions. The contextual adoption will come at a 
later point in time. The focus on experience will assist the group in framing the apostolic 
practice in the larger narrative of culture. Fijians will be encouraged to share their 
experience of immigration and dislocation as the drivers to maintain a sense of 
community. If the partnered congregation is English-speaking and dominantly white, they 
may share some of the ways they have leveraged their agency and even their privilege to 
advance apostolic practices. Again, intercultural theology invites each group that shares 
to be disclosive while inviting the listening group to remain in a posture of absorption of 
the others’ narrative.325  
Clarity in the connections between cultures, practices, and community must be 
emphasized.  Groups will be encouraged to pay attention to understanding as a pathway 
of grasping the nuances of each congregation’s practice. For example, if the Fijian office 
of the Vakatawa is being addressed, the partner congregation should seek understanding 
of what the office of Vakatawa does rather than just borrow the position of Vakatawa, 
which would be a simplistic form of syncretism. Understanding the influences moving in 
each congregation will help frame the apostolic practice in a critical light. The Steering 
Committee may need to draft a short set of guidelines to help focus the leadership groups 
on experience and understanding as key to these two opening gatherings of each module. 
 




The opening meetings will need consistent reinforcement to guard against adoption since 
that adoption requires contextualization.   
 Another element of engagement in the Steering Committee is each member of the 
committee partnered with a person from the other congregation. The value of 
relationships and mutuality cannot be overstated. This partnership has one agenda item, 
and that is to deepen relationships between the key leaders of each congregation. The 
Steering Committee selects pairings at the outset of the 18-month process. The goal is 
nothing more than to balance intimacy and alterity between two members of the team. 
Pairings should seek ways to deepen relationships, as the larger congregational 
relationship building events seek to accomplish. Invitations could be made to meals, 
events, and other gatherings that deepen relationships. In doing so, the chemistry of the 
Steering Committee gatherings is changed since investment of time and energy has been 
made by Committee members outside the meetings. These pairings create visible 
cooperation and understanding to leadership groups and the congregation.326 Each 
congregation should make opportunities within itself for these relationships. Invitations 
of partners to each other’s worship or social gatherings can help foster deeper 
relationships and broader cultural exposure leading toward true mutuality. 
Contextual Adoption: New Contextualized Practices 
The third session of each module invites each leadership group to meet separately 
from the other congregation. A pillar of intercultural theology is that each cultural group 
 




embraces a set of practices and beliefs that are bound intrinsically to another’s culture. As 
noted previously, groups are to share their beliefs, practices, and community with others. 
It is up to the congregation that seeks to adopt practices from the other to contextualize 
those practices. When the leadership teams meet separately, the work will focus on the 
meaning of a practice in their partner’s culture but also in the witness of scripture. The 
process of evaluating a practice through the lens of culture and scripture is the essence of 
contextualization. This contextual process is driven by Paul Hiebert’s Critical 
Contextualization but is built first on a foundation of Transformative Learning. 
Transformative Learning Theory, originally presented by Jack Mezirow, forms 
the basis of how leadership groups in this process will engage with the culture, practices, 
and community of their partner congregation. Patricia Cranton defines transformative 
learning as, “a process by which previously uncritically assimilated assumptions, beliefs, 
values, and perspectives are questioned and thereby become more open, permeable, and 
better validated.”327 This process begins with adults describing the current disorienting 
dilemma. This dilemma is potentially a problem to be solved, a practice to be analyzed, 
or even an invitation to deeper understanding of the nature of the dilemma itself. By 
engaging in the descriptive work of naming a dilemma, the leadership group begins to 
“share their experiences and resources with each other” to the degree that the size and 
scope of the dilemma is ascertained as they understand it.328  
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In the pilot case before us, the group of 12 leaders from the congregation gather 
during this quarterly meeting to describe what they heard from their partnered 
congregation. Beyond experience and understanding, the group is attempting to describe 
the fullness of what they heard and how it correlates with their own experience. Key 
questions can assist in guiding leadership teams in naming their experience, including 
any disorienting dilemmas. A sample of this process is included in Appendix C. Once the 
group has described any differences and similarities between their apostolic practice as 
compared to their counterpart congregation, they move toward the second step in the 
transformative learning process, which is dialogue.329 Dialogue, in this case, will need to 
have some guidelines that direct the group toward a contextual adoption. These 
guidelines are also included in the Appendix C. The outcome of a transformational 
learning process is the actual adoption of new behaviors.330 Contextual adoption will 
advance a congregation’s capacity to implement a change in behaviors, which is the 
essential output of Positive Deviance Theory. 
An adaptation of Paul Hiebert’s process of critical contextualization will guide the 
dialogue segment of the transformative learning experience. Hiebert outlines a four-step 
process leading toward new contextualized practices. These steps are a) exegesis of 
culture, b) exegesis of the scripture and the hermeneutical bridge, c) critical response, and 
d) new contextualized practices.331 The exegesis of culture focuses on an objective 
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reading of culture by considering how culture influences the partner’s apostolic 
practices.332 Exegesis of culture is also subjective as the Leadership Team must consider 
how their own culture affects how they perceive the apostolic practice. Exegesis of 
scripture and hermeneutical bridge invite the Leadership Team to consider the biblical 
and theological basis of how and why the apostolic practices are embodied in the partner 
congregation.333  
The purposes of this project in the California-Nevada Annual Conference is to ask 
further where the apostolic practices are grounded in the Wesleyan hermeneutical 
tradition of the quadrilateral (scripture, tradition, experience, and reason.) The critical 
response occurs when the Leadership Team attempts to create some new insights or 
practices.334 After examining culture subjectively and objectively, leadership teams then 
filter the apostolic practice through the Wesleyan hermeneutic and describe what is of 
critical value.335 The quadrilateral invites leadership teams to reflect beyond Hiebert’s 
affirmation of scripture. Teams may consider how this practice has already been 
experienced in their own congregation but may have become dormant over time. 
Leadership Teams could investigate how the Wesleyan tradition has embodied this 
practice. Finally, teams could consider the feasibility of any reasoned engagement in the 
practice given their current intangible and tangible assets. 
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Finally, new contextualized practices emerge when the Leadership Team can 
name new initiatives or practices consistent with their own culture.336 Clearly describing 
these practices to the partner congregation and their own congregation transparently 
convey a readiness to advance new behaviors. Leadership teams iteratively repeat this 
process during the third month of each module, focusing on a single apostolic practice 
per meeting. By the end of the 18-month experience, each leadership team will have a set 
of new practices that corresponds to the goals outlined earlier in this chapter.  
Hiebert’s effort centers on how to contextualize Christian truth and practices 
critically as people engage with and learn from cultures. According to Hiebert, the 
contextualization happens by the “transmitter” rather than the recipient. In this pilot 
process, I have reversed Hiebert’s theory to focus not on the transmitter but on the group 
contextualization in their own culture. By doing so, Hiebert’s theory becomes congruent 
with the tenets of intercultural theology which places the work of contextualization on the 
subject (one own’s community) rather than on the object (the community of the other.) 
By leveraging Wrogemann’s intercultural theology, engaging intercultural 
competency, and deepening incarnational relationships, a scaffolding for Positive 
Deviance Theory is complete. The argument made here is that peer-based transformative 
learning can occur across boundaries of culture and language. More than a proposal for 
cultural exchange and enrichment, this process of engagement is designed for intimacy in 
relationships that lead to a generous impartation and contextual adoption of the much 
 




need apostolic practices. These practices are often fostered in immigrant communities 
where displacement is normative.337 What this process intends to provide is a method for 
sharing those essential apostolic practices between immigrant communities and non-
immigrant communities, placing congregations in a posture of learning and experiencing 
life together. Immigrant communities experience validation and belonging. Non-
immigrant communities find new hope for their congregations. Ultimately, participants 
will discover the imago Dei in the faces and narratives of one another. God is speaking 
and moving the church into a new global future. In this case, the globe has come among 
us, unleashing a new understanding of Immanuel, “God with us.” 
  
 




Chapter 4 – Evaluation 
 
The transformative experience of sharing practices and cultures between two 
communities of faith has potential to reshape each community of faith. During the 
proposed 18-month engagement, both congregations will be learning and adapting their 
methods of connecting with each other. The plan, as described in the previous chapter, 
outlines six quarterly gatherings of the two congregations. It also includes monthly 
gatherings of a joint leadership team of 24 people, who will engage in a process of 
generous impartation together and contextual adoption separately. Through these 
engagements, the congregations will have opportunities to reshape the process, based on 
the programmatic intentions and the intangible relational chemistry between the 
congregations.  
In this chapter, the focus is on evaluation. The evaluative process occurs at two 
points during the 18-month relationship. The first point is after 9 months of the 
relationship which is the mid-point of the entire process. The focus of this mid-point 
evaluation is on adjustments that may be made to enhance the remaining 9 months of the 
structured relationship. After the entire 18-month relationship, a final evaluation will 
occur to debrief the entire process and determine potential next steps. During the pilot 
version of the process, the facilitator will engage with the Steering Committee to conduct 
both evaluations. In future iterations, those experienced with the process or the original 




both evaluations along with implications of the potential learnings from each 
congregational group. 
 
Mid-Point Evaluation: 9 Month Check-In 
 During the pilot version of this process the facilitator will schedule a mid-point 
time to meet with the full Steering Committee to discuss the progress of each 
congregation. Three of the six defined apostolic practices should have been processed by 
the larger leadership team and three of the congregational relationship building events 
should have occurred by this time. Gathering at the mid-point with the partnered churches 
will allow the churches to focus on the quality of the process and to adjust the remaining 
plans toward reaching the agreed outcomes put forth in the covenant. The mid-point 
evaluation is also invested in the formation of mutuality between the congregations. The 
process requires the deepening of relationships at an organic level for the process to be 
effective. Meeting with each church’s representatives on the Steering Committee may be 
necessary; however, the need for such a meeting is likely indicative that the process is not 
advancing the goals effectively. If a group of leaders cannot speak freely with their 
counterparts, this would indicate that deeper issues may warrant investigation. 
Exploring Relationships and Mutuality 
 Positive Deviance Theory is the basis for the peer-based learning process that 
engages two groups for sharing best practices that are sustainable.338 The mid-point 
 




evaluation seeks to determine if sufficient progress is being made in the sharing of those 
practices. Chapter 3 outlined some of the potential difficulties of sharing best practices 
across lines of culture, in this case, Fijians and another partnered congregation. Three 
tools were identified to assist congregations in this exchange of best practices across 
culture: intercultural theology, intercultural competency, and incarnational relationships. 
The mid-point evaluation uses these tools to explore whether Positive Deviance Theory 
application is happening. 
 Intercultural theology is a tool designed to help congregations with their 
“Generous Impartation” by affirming that culture and practices are inseparable. 339 
Groups of differing cultures are called upon to share their apostolic practices within the 
context of their own culture and community. The “imparting” community is not 
responsible for interpreting or validating its own practices. The mid-point evaluative 
effort centers on each congregation’s lessons. The lessons focus on how to share practices 
holistically, imbued with culture and the partner congregation’s capacity to observe and 
experience those practices without formulating judgements. One measure of each 
congregation’s capacity for this work is its intercultural competency.340 The IDI 
administered to the combined Leadership Team as a group, measures their capacity to do 
the intercultural work necessary to negotiate the practices of Positive Deviance Theory in 
their context. Incarnational relationships engage the congregations with each other at a 
more organic level. Both the congregation-wide events held quarterly and the pairings 
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within the Steering Committee are points at which incarnational relationships are 
shared.341 The agenda of these relationships are designed 1) to create a structured 
platform of engagement when apostolic practices are shared and discussed and 2) to 
advance apostolic practices.  Relationships and mutuality may be measured using the 
following questions/prompts: 
1. Where have relationships started to form in this group or in the larger 
congregation between the partner congregation? How did this happen? Share an 
example. 
2. What apostolic practices have you discovered in your partner congregation that 
are inspiring or worth consideration for your congregation? 
3. Have you experienced any moments of insight regarding the values and ministries 
of your partner congregation? Have you experienced challenges understanding 
your partner congregation and their apostolic practices? 
4. Where have you or your team been stretched in understanding the place of culture 
in your two congregations? What do you see as the sources and potential 
learnings from being stretched in this way? 
5. Name some of the surprises you have had along the journey so far. What are some 
of the joys, insights, disappointments, or missed expectations? 
6. How and when have you experienced God moving in your relationships? 
 
Exploring the Covenant 
 The covenant described in Chapter 3 is the seminal document that would help 
guide both congregations though this 18-month experience. The covenant is the 
culmination of prayerful discernment about the course the process will take.342 After 9 
months of engagement, the congregations may identify portions of the covenant that need 
revision. At the core of the covenant are the “Impartations” and “Adoptions.” Each of the 
three sections reference how the congregations will gather as three groups: a) Steering 
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Committee, b) Leadership Team (24 persons), and c) congregations. “Impartations” 
refers to the segments in the process when congregations meet in a variety of contexts. 
“Adoptions” refer to the segments when each congregation’s leadership team meets 
separately from the other congregation for the purpose of “Contextual Adoption.” Based 
on the 9-month interaction, the Steering Committee will have insights into how each part 
of the covenant is being lived out. Questions about the essential framework or timing of 
the different activities may questioned. 
 The “Introduction” in the covenant specifies the goals for the entire 18-month 
relationship. At the mid-point, congregations may see some of the goals as too 
conservative or too ambitious. The leadership team may decide to reframe the goals to 
address the realities that each congregation is facing through the process. Reframing the 
goals will require careful consideration since either church may be suffering from process 
fatigue. It would be tempting to reduce the goals to state anything or something already 
accomplished to reduce the process fatigue.  Careful adjustments to the covenant should 
be made with the approval of the Steering Committee and the larger Leadership Team by 
consensus rather than unanimity.343 Some potential questions to help adjust the covenant 
are: 
1. How have your congregational gatherings deepened your knowledge and 
experience as a Steering Committee? 
2. What is inspiring you during the “Generous Impartation” gatherings? Where 
might they be falling short of expectation? 
3. How can your “Contextual Adoption” gatherings become more effective? Is there 
anything that you have already changed? Why? 
 




4. Reflect together on the goals established for this process. Are they still 
meaningful? What do the goals need now that you have 9 months of experience? 
5. What value do the apostolic practices have in your congregation? Are they 
changing at all? Why or why not? 
 
Exploring Standards 
The covenant also contains language that describes how the two congregations 
will interact with each other in the “standards” section. This section details the ground 
rules for engagement regarding dignity, respect, and dialogical guidelines. The standards 
are intended to be guidelines to keep the interaction grounded in spiritual reflection and 
discernment. The facilitator will need to convene a gathering, perhaps as a circle 
gathering, to determine 1) how the standards are helping 2) how the standards could 
function better and 3) if a standard has been broken, what restorative steps could be taken 
to bring healing and wholeness.344 When the magnitude of a conflict derails the entire 
effort, the facilitator should invite the Steering Committee to discern the readiness of both 
congregations to continue at a later time. 
 
Closing Evaluation 
 When the 18-month process is concluded, the Steering Committee will be invited 
to 1) participate in a comprehensive evaluation of the entire process of engaging Positive 
Deviance Theory and 2) determine whether each congregation has found pathways to 
enhance the apostolic practices. To measure any increase in intercultural competency, the 
combined Leadership Team that completed the IDI at the outset will complete it once 
 




more.345 Comparing the initial and final IDIs will enable the churches to reflect on the 
secondary goal for gaining intercultural competency. Beside this final IDI assessment, the 
Steering Committee should complete a detailed examination of the stated goals in the 
covenant to determine if both congregations moved toward their stated desired outcomes. 
Finally, both congregations will name areas to be strengthened in the process, while also 
naming their next steps to strengthen the relationships that have been established. 
Intercultural Development Inventory 
 The same Leadership Team that completed the IDI at the outset of the process 
should complete the IDI a second time.346 The Leadership Team will need another 
debrief from a Qualified Administrator (QA) who can assist everyone in comparing their 
placement on the IDI at the outset and at completion of the 18-month process. Potential 
questions regarding the IDI may be as follows: 
1. Were the results of your second IDI surprising or expected? Why or why 
not? 
2. How has this 18-month process changed the way you see your own culture 
and that of the other congregation? 
3. Describe the point in this process when you experienced your partner 
group in a different way? What exactly happened and what was revealed? 
4. How would you interpret the comparative IDI results and any changes or 
lack of change that they reveal? 
5. Describe when your group’s experience of your partner congregation 
changed?  How did that happen? 
6. What do you know now that you wish you had known earlier about your 
partner’s culture? 
7. Have your interactions with people in your partner congregation been 
transformed? Why or why not? 
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Evaluating Goals and Relationships 
The goals named in the “Introduction” section of the covenant were established at 
the outset of the 18-month process. These goals are contextual to each setting. As an 
experience in Positive Deviance Theory, each congregation will hopefully have received 
value in sharing practice with particular focus on the impartation and adoption of 
apostolic practices. At issue is WHAT (specific goals from covenant) practices were 
imparted and HOW (standards from the covenant) apostolic practices were shared. The 
following questions may be offered by the facilitator to each separate Leadership Team at 
the close of the 18-month relationship: 
Questions Related to Relationships and Standards 
1. How are your two congregations relating to each other? What has 
changed? 
2. Have individuals within your congregations formed relationships with 
those in your partner congregation? Please describe? 
3. Did you face issues in maintaining your standards as written in the 
covenant? If so, what were those issues? 
4. Did the covenant help keep your work focused? Did it help foster deeper 
relationships? 
Questions Related to Practices 
1. Which goals did you attain and why do you think they were realized? 
2. Which goals did you not attain? What lessons do you carry forth from 
this? 
3. Were any of your goals too conservative or too ambitious? 
4. How did any of the adjustments you made at mid-point help you? 
5. What apostolic practices have you already embraced in new ways? 
6. What unanswered questions remain with you about apostolic practices? 
 
Improvements in Process for Other Congregations 
The congregations in the pilot group will have valuable feedback to help shape 
the process of Positive Deviance Theory for future congregational partners. These future 




churches that could benefit from a mutual exchange of best practices, especially in 
situations where cultural, racial, economic, or other boundaries need to be crossed. The 
following questions could help guide improvements into entire process: 
1. What would you say to another congregation considering this same process? 
2. What parts of this process were cumbersome or unnecessary? Why? 
3. What segments of this process should not be changed? Why or why not? 
4. Share some other situations where this type of process could be helpful? 
 
Next Steps for Subject Congregations 
 The sharing of apostolic practices drawing on Positive Deviance Theory, 
intercultural theology, and incarnational relationships is intended to leave a lasting 
imprint on a congregation. It is vital methodology for connecting two diverse 
congregations together to share best practices while deepening relationships and 
mutuality. It is likely that a congregation will want to continue or even deepen their 
relationship with the partner congregations. The ending evaluation should explore what 
next steps the two congregations plan to take together. The underlying hope is that these 
congregations would deepen their relationship, and that they would serve as mentors and 
models for other congregations. This final segment of the evaluation is offered by the 
facilitator to the combined Leadership Team. These questions may be asked: 
1. Have each of your churches changed by this experience? In what ways? 
2. What ideas do you have of your future together as two communities of faith? 
3. What else needs to happen so you both can advance the mission and ministry of 
the gospel? 
4. When did you sense that you were participating in God’s work as you engaged 
with your partner congregation and your own? 
5. How might God be able to use your congregations to help others who are 
considering this same process? 






Conclusions, The Future, and Remaining Issues 
 
Major Conclusions from This Thesis 
The “wicked problem” facing the California-Nevada Annual Conference of the 
United Methodist Church (CNUMC) is the rapid decline in membership, worship 
attendance, and missional engagement in the 340 local churches within it bounds.347 Like 
many enduring organizations, the CNUMC is caught in a cycle of entropy leading toward 
despair and capitulation to the broad-based decline facing local churches. Yet, that is not 
the case present in many immigrant congregations. The dislocation and drive to “belong” 
in immigrant churches fuel apostolic practices that multiply ministry and local churches. 
In almost every case, the growth of these congregations significantly outpaces the 
increase in their respective population in United States. Many cross-cultural relationships 
between congregations or groups can be overly superficial. This superficiality can easily 
reinforce white supremacy as the dominant cultural system while further isolating 
cultural groups from each another. In doing so, each cultural group becomes estranged 
from the imago Dei in other communities. 
The primary conclusion is that apostolic practices can create a path forward to 
vitality and that these practices often exist in immigrant communities of the CNUMC. 
While programs and workshops to increase vitality in local churches are many, they are 
not sufficient. Making efforts to increase attendance, giving, or membership all too easily 
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point toward technical solution to an adaptive problem.348 This thesis affirms the 
solutions to the problem facing the CNUMC are in our very midst. Immigrant 
congregations often engage in the apostolic practices needed by many declining churches. 
Additionally, they live in a Wesleyan missional ecclesiology expressed in small group 
ministries and the empowerment of the laity.  
Congregations in the CNUMC are separated by race and culture. Non-English-
speaking congregations often form their own systems of leadership development, as the 
Fijians do. The inherent feasible solution to the decline of the CNUMC is to move 
beyond the negative aspects of isolation of immigrant communities of faith, which 
creates barriers to shared practices of any kind. The normative practice in the CNUMC is 
to celebrate and showcase the cultural and racial diversity of its 340 congregations. Such 
efforts are often an appeal for a cross-cultural model described by Henning Wrogemann 
as an “Appropriation Model.”349 This model is one in which the larger or dominant 
cultural group controls the metanarrative of context. Language reflective of this model 
might sound like, “Our Fijian siblings are part of our family. We celebrate them!” The 
“us-them” presence in this statement is the very model of inculturation embedded in a 
form of bias that frames the presence of immigrant groups as a “value-add” to the 
CNUMC rather than partners and even leaders in it. Current cultural engagement often 
takes the form of tokenism rather than legitimate dialogue and mutual learning. The “us-
 
348 Ronald A. Heifetz, Marty Linsky, and Alexander Grashow, The Practice of Adaptive Leadership: Tools 
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them” paradigm ensures an ecclesial form of white supremacy where immigrant 
congregations sense deeper marginalization. 
Key to this thesis is a model of incarnational relationships at an organic level that 
can engender generous impartation and contextual adoption. Wrogemann’s model of 
“intercultural theology” opens a new door for cross-cultural engagement where systems 
of power over the cultural metanarrative are surrendered and every cultural group has 
legitimacy.350 Another foundational conclusion of this thesis is the potential of 
intercultural ministry to redefine cultural metanarratives bringing a new preferred 
narrative of generous impartation and contextual adoption. 
The “method” of Methodism was originally expressed in Wesley’s Class 
Meeting.351 The Class meeting was the crucible where spiritual accountability was 
practiced and members formed new leadership for the lager community. For the opening 
125 years of Methodism, the movement required the Class meeting with members also in 
societies and later local churches. In immigrant communities within the United States, the 
Class meeting continues to function as a primary part of spiritual formation and 
discipleship. In a 2005 visit to Korea, I experienced a single Methodist Church with over 
10,000 in weekly worship attendance where membership in a small group was required.  
Pacific Islander communities, including the Fijians, maintain this practice of the 
small group Class meeting. In the immigrant churches of the CNUMC, the Class meeting, 
or its equivalent, is still considered an essential part of a Wesleyan missional 
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ecclesiology.352 Fijian congregations often possess apostolic practices that are grounded 
in the small group experience. A final conclusion of this thesis is that small group 
spiritual formation is a key factor in the cultivation of apostolic practices. The presence 
of the Class meeting, or its equivalent, cannot be overstated. 
 
The Future of “Interculturation” for Apostolic Practices 
Interculturation opens a new field for cross-cultural engagement. The process of 
generous impartation and contextual adoption focuses on the positive movement of 
practices from one community to another across cultural lines. Inherent in the defined 
process are incarnational relationships as the foundation of an exchange of practices. 
Using Samuel Wells’ model of “being with,” congregation members forge deeper 
relationships with those in the partner congregations.353 Incarnational relationships will 
have enduring qualities. After the 18-month process of sharing apostolic practices 
concludes, the hope is that the relationships will continue and perhaps thrive.  
The synergistic benefits of this process of exchanging practices are vast. Personal 
relationships could continue to enrich the broader community. Shared ministries and joint 
ventures engaged in social justice may be formed. Redundant institutional systems can be 
streamlined and become more efficient. Participating congregations can discover 
opportunities to teach other congregations the same process, thus allowing this model of 
interculturation to multiply. In short, the enduring relationships of this model of sharing 
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apostolic practices has potential to reform how churches share in life and ministry 
together. The upsides of this relationship are vast while the downsides seem to be quite 
limited. 
A second future for this process is engaging different cultural groups beyond 
Fijians. There are other immigrant groups that need to be heard in the unique ways they 
display apostolic practices, such as Tongans, Filipinos, Latinos/as, and Koreans. Beyond 
apostolic practices, there are other cultural groups engaged in vital ministries with 
children and youth. Some congregations may have deep investment and practices in 
social justice and community engagement. The scaffolding outlined in this thesis may 
have application to share any number of practices across cultural lines. In the CNUMC, 
or in any similar form of connectionalism, the applications are vast. By leveraging 
circuits, districts, and annual conferences as part of this process, groups can cultivate new 
relationships of mutuality. Positive Deviance Theory appears to lend itself to a 
connectional and Episcopal polity more than a congregational system of polity that lacks 
a form of congregational connections. Methodism’s connectional ethos expressed in the 
circuit, district, and conferences could provide fertile ground for innovation using 
portions of this process. Further study at all levels of the connection seem warranted to 
cultivate a mutual sharing of best practices across cultural lines. 
A third potential application of this process is in local churches that are preparing 
to receive a pastor from a different cultural community. Cross-cultural appointments are 
increasingly common across the UMC. The process described in this thesis has potential 




incoming pastor’s culture and experience and the congregation’s shared experience. A 
process that includes informal opportunities to connect, coupled with a deeper and more 
intentional dive into shared practices will likely establish clearer mutual understanding at 
the outset of a cross-cultural appointment. An adaptation of this process may assist 
congregations as they adjust to practices that are potentially helpful but easily dismissed 
due to a lack of cultural competency. 
 
Remaining Issues 
Issues remain beyond this thesis that are likely impactful on how this process 
might be used. Foremost is the lasting presence of white supremacy in the life of the 
CNUMC, the UMC, and the broader American Church. The influx of new immigrant 
communities along with the large social unrest regarding police brutality in the year 2020 
have stirred the oppression by white supremacy in ways not previously seen, at least not 
as broadly seen. With most immigrant congregations growing and many Caucasian 
communities shrinking, the very complexion of the church in America is shifting.354 
Fijians, as one such immigrant community, have experienced a variety of harmful effects 
of white supremacy. One of the leading Fijian pastors of the CNUMC shared how his 
own brother died while in police custody. The process outlined in this thesis could be 
modified in some form with a more focused goal of dismantling the several social norms 
and practices that reinforce white supremacy. 
 




While this study has taken the issue of intercultural competency seriously, it has 
not attempted to address the larger systemic issues of racism at an institutional level. We 
must acknowledge that white supremacy governs the larger cultural metanarrative of the 
CNUMC and the UMC. Descriptions of non-English-speaking congregations as “ethnic 
ministries” betrays an inherit racism with an assumption that the larger church, Caucasian 
as it may be, lacks ethnicity or culture. These norms reveal that immigrant congregations 
in the UMC are still treated in a fashion that delegitimizes or minimizes their contribution 
and value. Another study will need to examine how white supremacy continues to 
oppress immigrant congregations thus rejecting the imago Dei inherit within such 
communities. 
This thesis has not attempted to advance the intercultural competency of 
individuals or leaders on the Intercultural Development Continuum (IDC).355 Robust 
tools are available to increase the intercultural capacity of individuals or groups. Leaders 
and congregations that increase their competency on the IDC can celebrate these 
advances. This thesis has not focused on methods to deepen intercultural competency. 
The process of generous impartation and contextual adoption may result in increased 
intercultural competency, but it has not been the chief aim of this enterprise. 
 
 





 On June 11, 1739 John Wesley records in his journal a conversation he previously 
had with the Bishop of Bristol regarding the formation of class meetings and outdoor 
gatherings held in the diocese of Bristol, England. At issue, was John Wesley’s warrant 
to conduct ministry as one, “who invades another office, …interfered with other people’s 
business, and intermeddled with souls that did not belong to [him].”356 The Bishop of 
Bristol accused Wesley of being a renegade Anglican preacher who was interfering in the 
parish ministry of the Bristol priests. The meeting in Bristol was supposed to be an 
injunction against Mr. Wesley’s efforts in the diocese. Wesley’s response offered the 
Bishop a dilemma. In Wesley’s words, he was to “instruct the ignorant, reform the 
wicked, confirm the virtuous. Man forbids me to do this in another’s parish.”357 Wesley 
continues to make the point that if a parish is a geography, then even the unreached parts 
of the earth are already a parish-of-sorts and he could not preach in these places either. 
Finally, Wesley makes his point, “Suffer me now to tell you my principles in this matter. 
I look upon all the world as my parish; thus far I mean, in whatever part of it I am, I 
judge it meet, right, and my bounded duty, to declare unto all that are willing to hear, the 
glad tidings of salvation.”358 
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 What is often lost in the recounting of this famous quote from Wesley, is that it 
was said in response to a religious leader of his own denomination. Wesley is naming 
something far more powerful than the limits of his ministry. He names the fact that the 
institution of the church had become an agent of stability and normalization. God’s 
movement, according to Wesley, transcended that myopic ecclesiology. The vision God 
had given Wesley was one of apostolic mission. Regardless of where he was, Wesley 
would proclaim the gospel to whomever happened to be there. He had a global parish. 
 This thesis examines how that global parish has now come among us. 
Immigration, both forced and unforced, have brought cultures and languages near one 
another. The richness of the global church has become our very neighbor. The CNUMC 
and UMC often exhibit behavior consistent with the Bishop of Bristol who perceived 
Wesley as an interloper and told him to “be still and go home.”359  
By maintaining the relational distance between congregations of different 
cultures, the stasis of the church in ensured. I suspect that Wesley would see the 
opportunity to engage a global culture at his doorstep with enthusiasm. The imago Dei is 
revealed in new ways with the diversity of immigrant communities who bring with them 
a variety of practices enriching the whole church. Rather than keep practices at a distance 
and simply celebrate diversity, what happens when we invest the time and hard work in 
learning, dialoguing, and sharing with one another? Would the stasis of the church be 
disrupted? It certainly would be. If the world is our parish, then the call of God’s Spirit 
 




invites us to see the imago Dei in one another and to realize the witness of the global 
church already in our midst. If this is the case, a new appropriation of Wesley’s words is 






Sample Covenant Agreement 
(For the purposes of this covenant both the Fijian congregation and English-speaking congregation share a 




Having been approved by our Bishop under the guidance of the Holy Spirit we, the 
Fijian and English-speaking congregation of First Church, commit ourselves to the 
following covenant to share our apostolic practices through a generous impartation 
and contextual adoption. 
 
This covenant shall begin on July 1, 2020 and end on December 31, 2021. 
 
The goals of our shared covenant are: 
1. To build enduring relationships between our two congregations. 
2. To share our best approaches to the six apostolic practices and learn from 
another through the lens of culture. 
a. Spiritually grounded leadership 
b. Clergy who empower the laity 
c. Laity who accept their empowerment 
d. Creation of small organic communities 
e. Democratized leadership everywhere 
f. Celebration of the development and growth of others 
3. To increase our numbers of lay leadership by 50 percent. 
4. To move at least 50 percent of our congregations into small group 
discipleship. 




We will gather our congregations together six times to: 
1. Share in fellowship and mutual relationship building. 
2. Convene around meals, worship, service, or other similar engagements. 
3. Cultivate lasting relationships which can endure beyond this covenant. 
 
We will gather our mutual groups of 12 leaders to: 
1. Meet monthly together. 
2. Hear from each congregation regarding their apostolic practices. 







We will gather our Steering Committee to: 
1. Coordinate and lead congregational events. 
2. Coordinate and lead monthly leadership gatherings. 
3. Become partnered with a member of the partner congregation for relationship 
building. 
4. Lead the adoption gatherings. (see below) 




We will gather with our own leadership team of 12 once per quarter to: 
1. Consider the apostolic practice shared by our partner congregation. 
2. Ask how their culture influences their practice. 
3. Seek what is valuable in their practice by reflecting biblically and 
theologically. 
4. Discover the value of the apostolic practice. 




We will participate in an evaluation of this process at the mid-point of this process. 
We will revise this covenant as needed at the mid-point evaluation. 
We will complete an evaluation at the end of the entire 18-month process. 





We will accept that each congregation possesses practices of great value. 
We will create safe spaces for sharing that are free of judgment and prejudice. 
We will prayerfully consider each other’s culture, practices, and community. 
We will treat each other as a reflection of God’s image and treat each other with 
dignity. 
We will address disagreements and conflict in the open. We will not make 
assumptions to motive. 
We will be guided by our Steering Committee and trust their leadership. 







Sample Impartation Meeting 
(For the purposes of this covenant both the Fijian congregation and English-speaking congregation share a 




15 Minutes Opening Prayer & Devotion led by Congregation A 
10 Minutes Sharing Story of Apostolic Practice by Congregation B 
5 Minutes Clarifying Questions from Congregation A 
10 Minutes Sharing Story of Apostolic Practice by Congregation B 
5 Minutes Clarifying Questions from Congregation A 
10 Minutes Sharing Story of Apostolic Practice by Congregation B 
5 Minutes Clarifying Questions from Congregation A 
10 Minute Break 
15 Minutes Sharing Theology & Culture Surrounding Practice by Congregation B 
15 Minutes Open Discussion of Theology & Culture 
15 Minutes Prayer and Sharing for Mutual Support 








Sample Adoption Meeting 
(For the purposes of this covenant both the Fijian congregation and English-speaking congregation share a 




10 Minutes Opening Prayer & Devotion led by Steering Committee Member 
10 Minutes Retelling Stories Heard at Impartation Meeting 
20 Minutes 
Parsing Culture and Practice (Exegesis of Culture) 
1. What role did culture have on the apostolic practice? 
2. Can the practice be considered without the culture? Why or why 
not? 
3. Is the practice familiar to us or does it seem too different? 
4. What challenges us to think, feel, or behave in a new way? 
20 Minutes 
Looking Through Scripture (Exegesis of Scripture and Hermeneutical 
Bridge) 
1. Are there biblical examples of this practice? Where? 
2. How does scripture value this practice? What aligns? What does 
not? 
3. What does our Wesleyan tradition say about this practice? 
10 Minutes BREAK 
20 Minutes 
Prayerful Discernment (Critical Response) 
1. Is there something in this practice that inspires us? 
2. Have we ever practiced something like this before? When? How? 
3. Is there a way we can practice this in our congregation? 
30 Minutes 
Embracing the Practice (New Contextualized Practices) 
1. What would be our form of this practice? 
2. How does it address what we need? How can we integrate it? 
3. What is our first step toward making this practice work for us? 
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